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"What do you call a thousand lawyers chained together at the bottom of the ocean?" 
"A good start." 
- From the movie "Philadelphia" (2003, USA) 


Prologue: Just Desserts 


Late November, 1:42 PM mewhere in the Cit 
| overslept. 

| was supposed to meet Yukina. 

We had plans to go see a movie. 


When you set a date to go see a movie, the meeting time and the movie's start time are closely 
linked. 


In other words, if you’re even a little late, you'll end up waiting about two hours until the next 
showing. And the one who’s late will spend that entire two hours apologizing non-stop, while 
treating the other person to cake at a café, all the while enduring their cold, judgmental stares. 


So, | was speeding a little bit in my beloved car, thinking about excuses for being late. 

Yes, Yukina is an understanding woman. I’m sure that as long as | have a solid excuse, she'll 
forgive me with just a little puff of her cheeks. After all, I’m a lawyer — a highly respectable and 
socially important profession. There’s no way she won’t understand. 

But, “I overslept.” There’s no way | can use that as an excuse. Even if it’s the truth. 

Maybe, “I suddenly got a new case.” That sounds like a legitimate excuse, but on the other 
hand, it’s so cliché that it won’t work. If she were to hit me with the age-old line, “Which is more 
important, your job or me?” — a line that has silenced men for generations — I’d be done for. 
But then again, Yukina isn’t the type to say something like that... | think. 

...But no good excuse comes to mind. If | were in court, | could come up with one effortlessly. 
Alright, let’s think on a larger scale. 

'Yukina, it was beyond my control.’ 

‘Actually, yesterday, Kageno was arrested on suspicion of murdering a Diet member, and | was 
going to defend him. But it turns out the real culprit was a spy from the East, and | had to go all 
the way to the Korean Peninsula to serve him a summons. On the way back, the ship | was on 
got hit by a Silkworm missile, and | barely escaped with my life just thirty minutes ago. But 


thanks to that, | was able to prevent a coup by the Self- Defense Forces.' 


... seriously began to worry if my head was okay. 


Anyway, when was the last time spies from the East were a relevant issue? It’s like my brain has 
been completely outdated thanks to some middle schooler who's into strange ideologies. 


Just as | was trying to escape from my uncharacteristically defeatist thoughts, it happened. 
“This is the police. Pull over. You, in the white sedan, pull over.” 


| cursed under my breath and pulled my car over to the side of the road. There were hardly any 
other cars around. If they’re talking about a white sedan, it must be my old junker. 


| was only going about ten kilometers over the speed limit, for crying out loud. | stopped the car 
and began thinking of an excuse for the police officer. 


‘This was beyond my control.’ 

‘Last night, a private investigator | know was arrested on suspicion of attempting to assassinate 
the President of the United States, and | was asked to defend him. But then we found out the 
real culprit was a president from a country with a ridiculous name that sounds like the sushi 
topping "ikura". So, | had to sneak into the U.S. Fourth Infantry Division to serve the summons, 
but the division got refused entry into Turkey, so | had to try and infiltrate the sushi-topping 
president’s group as a human shield. | just got back into the country moments ago. But the news 
says the capital is about to fall, so | have to hurry before the U.S. beats me to it. Come on, let 
me go or the President's life is in danger—' 

...| should stop. My brain is completely off today. 

But what the hell was that car that told me to stop? 

It had a rotating red light on top, but the car itself was just a gray sedan, not a patrol car. 

An unmarked police car doing traffic violations? I’ve never heard of such a thing. 

“You...! What the hell do you want?!” 

| was shocked when | saw the man who got out of the car. 

It was Detective Shuko Haneda. He’s a young detective from the homicide division who often 
butts heads with me, and he’s definitely not the type to be doing traffic stops. Unless he got 
demoted or something. 


Haneda flashed a smug smile and answered my question nonchalantly. 


“Don't play dumb. The speed limit here is 50 kilometers per hour, but you were clearly going 
over 60.” 


“Y-You’re a homicide detective! You don’t have the authority to be doing traffic stops!” 
Haneda shrugged exaggeratedly, almost as if he were mocking me, just like | do in court. 


“Yeah, I’m not from the traffic division. But if | see a blatant violation of the law right in front of 
me, I’m not about to just let it slide. 


Well, I'll let you off with a verbal warning this time. Make sure you obey the speed limit. You can 
go now.” 


Haneda got back in his car, chuckling to himself, and drove off while | stood there, stunned. 


Epilogue 
| ended up being totally late. 


Yukina was a bit grumpy. And to top it off, Satsuki, who just happened to be there, gave me a 
bunch of grief, and somehow, | ended up paying for both Satsuki’s movie ticket and her cake. 


Sure, | won't deny that oversleeping was my fault, and | might have been slightly over the speed 
limit. But there were no other cars around at the time, the road had two lanes, and there were 
no crosswalks or intersections in sight. 

If that damn Haneda hadn't wasted my time, none of this would have happened. 

| swore to myself. 


I'll get you for this, Haneda. 


Just wait until our next courtroom showdown. 


ih 
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Part |: Detective Shuko Haneda 


Chapter 1-1: The Politely Rude Police Officer 
November 22nd, 5:32 PM, Outskirts of the Highway 


Just past 5:30 PM on a Friday. What Japanese old-timers often call "after five," as in the time 
after work. 


| thought this term was absolutely outdated. 

Starting tomorrow, I'd finally have some time off. | had finished my work at the station early and 
was driving towards my uncle’s house in the suburbs, still in my three-piece suit. This was the 
first time all year that I'd been allowed such a break. And it's already November. 


My name is Shuko Haneda. 


I'm a police officer, a detective inspector, assigned to the First Investigative Division at the 
Uenohara Police Station. To put it in terms anyone can understand, I’m a homicide detective. 


As a police officer, especially a detective like me, I’m extremely busy. 
When I'm at the station, I’m buried under a mountain of reports. When I’m out on an 
investigation, I’m walking around for hours under the blazing sun or in the falling snow, 


gathering information or staking out a location. 


And because I’m single, like many detectives, | can't even fully enjoy my time off. Single police 
officers are required to live in specified dormitories — a rather annoying rule. 


Well, calling it a "dormitory" is being generous. To be precise, it's a standby station. 


Being part of the First Investigative Division means that | can be called in at any time, even on 
holidays or during the night. 


"Hey, get ready in ten seconds! We’ve got a 199!" 
There’s no time to relax. 


A"199" refers to a murder case. The code comes from Article 199 of the Japanese Penal Code, 
which states, “A person who kills another shall be punished.” 


However, | had already informed my superior, Inspector Inaba, that | would be staying overnight 
until the day after tomorrow. In other words, | had finally been given some complete time off. At 


least for today and tomorrow, unless something serious happens, | shouldn’t be called for a 
“199,” 


So, | was on my way to enjoy my vacation at my uncle’s house. 
My uncle is a novelist. He writes in various genres. 


The reason I’m visiting my uncle’s house is that he invited me, saying he wanted to ask me 
about various things since I’m a real-life detective. | don’t know how he managed it, but he 
pulled some strings with the higher-ups at the station, and they arranged for me to have a 
complete break until the day after tomorrow. This was how | got my first "after five" of the year. 


| had visited my uncle’s house two years ago. At that time, it wasn’t a permanent residence but 
a vacation home. Recently, he had completely moved there. The environment surrounding it is 
truly magnificent. 


Located in a quiet vacation area, a bit away from the city. It’s a relaxing place surrounded by rich 
nature. Like most modern vacation spots, there’s a large supermarket and convenience store 
just a few minutes' drive away, so even a civilized person like me can easily get what | need. 


In the summer, it becomes somewhat lively as a summer resort, but at this time of the year, it’s 
not very crowded. As someone who lives in the city and is tired of seeing people, it’s just right. 


| arrived at my uncle's house just as the sun was beginning to set behind the western 
mountains, and the evening twilight was starting to fall. 


A two-story wooden house, somewhat modern-looking, standing amidst the mountains. It felt a 
bit out of place. The house was surrounded by a sparse forest, and | could see a few other 
houses in the distance. Given the time of year, | thought most of them would be unoccupied, but 
maybe because it was the day before a holiday, | could see a few lights on, and even spotted a 
few people walking by. 

The drive from the station where | work had taken about forty minutes. There had been one 
case of assault case today, but | had wrapped it up successfully. Even a well-trained police 
officer might struggle with the paperwork, but in my hands, it was done in no time. 

Thanks to that, | managed to make it in time for the dinner | had promised. 

| parked the car in the parking lot next to the house — or rather, just an empty lot. 


“Whew...” 


| stepped out of the car and stretched. 


| wasn't about to get all sentimental and say something like, “The air tastes so fresh.” But it did 
feel better than the exhaust-filled air of the city. 


| opened the trunk and took out a small travel bag packed with two days’ worth of essentials. 
"Ahn! It's you!" 

At that moment, | suddenly heard a kid's voice right beside me. 

Of course, | didn’t know any kids around here. But | was curious about this rude kid who 
suddenly addressed me so casually, so | glanced in the direction of the voice — only to see a 
middle school-aged girl pointing a finger at me. 

“I! ¥Y-You're that brat!” 

| recognized her. 

“What do you mean, ‘brat’? That’s a rude thing to call someone!” the girl retorted. 

| didn’t know her name, but | knew her face. 

She was always hanging around that damned crooked and rough-talking lawyer, Zenko 
Yamashika, who kept interfering with our police work. And now, of all places, | had to run into 


her on my vacation. 


“What are you doing here? Aren't you a public servant? You should be working at the police 
station instead of slacking off here! Who do you think pays your salary?!” 


That’s the last thing | wanted to hear from a middle school kid. The taxes they pay are probably 
just consumption taxes at best. 


But | wasn’t about to waste my precious vacation arguing with this brat. It would just be 
unpleasant and pointless. 


“Shut up! | have nothing to talk about with a brat like you! Now get lost!” 
“Hmph, like | want to see your face either!” 
The kid stuck out her tongue at me and walked off. 


| had come here to relax, and thanks to her, | ended up remembering that lawyer again — that 
conman lawyer who always managed to release the suspects | worked so hard to catch! 


Anger welled up inside me. 

When | get back from this vacation, I'll find some excuse, like a traffic violation, and give him hell 
again — just like | did a few days ago. | swore it to myself as | tried to calm down, then grabbed 
my bag and headed toward the entrance. 

| pressed the doorbell, which was in the same place as it had been two years ago. 


“Vas?” 


A young woman’s voice called out. Before | could wonder who it was, the door opened, and | 
was taken aback by the woman who peeked out. 


“Y... Yukari?” 

“M-Mr. Shuko?” 

She had grown, but | recognized her immediately. 

Yukari Sano. 

| had first met her two years ago when | visited here. 

She was in her first year of high school then, so she should be in her third year now. Despite 
being a high school student, her writing talent had been recognized by my uncle, who 
occasionally gave her guidance. To put it simply, she was my uncle’s disciple. 

Two years ago, she had a bob cut, a round face, and big round eyes, giving her a cute but 
simple appearance. But people change significantly in two years. While her facial features 
hadn't changed, she had grown more womanly, and with her long hair now styled in waves, she 
looked much more mature. 

“It's been a while. How have you been?” 

“I’ve been good. It’s great to see you’re doing well too, Mr. Shuko.” 

“But why are you here? Are you still learning from my uncle?” 


“Yes, he said he’d keep mentoring me, at least during the winter break.” 


| almost asked how her college entrance exams were going, but | hesitated, thinking it wouldn’t 
be appropriate to bring that up here. 


“| see. So, are you ready to publish your first book yet?” 
"That might still be a little ways off..." Yukari replied with a wry smile. 
"Well, you're still young, so take your time. How's my uncle doing?" 


"He's doing well. Since moving here, his health seems to have improved quite a bit. He's out for 
a walk right now, though. 


But you must be tired, right? Let me show you to your room." 
"Ah, thanks, | appreciate it." 


| politely declined Yukari's offer to carry my luggage, noting that it was quite heavy, and made 
my way to the guest room — my first time there in two years. 


The guest room was located on the southeast side of the second floor. My uncle often had 
guests over, so he always kept a couple of rooms prepared for them. 


"This room hasn't changed at all," | muttered as | looked around the room. 


The bed was neatly made with clean-looking sheets, and there was even a TV, a lamp, anda 
telephone. It felt far more comfortable than the average pension hotel around here. 


"It seems like it's been well cleaned too. Did you take care of that?" 
"No, | wanted to, but the professor stopped me,” Yukari admitted, looking a bit embarrassed. 


She wasn’t exactly the most coordinated person. Well, her hands were nimble enough. She 
could type on a word processor faster than | could, with perfect blind typing. 


However, she had a tendency to lose focus on everything else when she became absorbed in 
one task. Apparently, she often ended up making a bigger mess in the room than it was before 
she started cleaning, like knocking things over with her elbow. 

"Um... Mr. Shuko?" Yukari suddenly spoke in a serious tone. 

"Hmm? What is it?" 


"The reason you came here at this time of year... is it to make sure the professor is safe?" 


... That was quite a dramatic turn in the conversation. 


"No, | just came because my uncle said he had some things he wanted to ask me, and | figured 
| could use the break as well... Has something happened to him?" 


Yukari nodded. 

"Until recently, strange things had been happening around the professor. At first, it was just 
harassing letters, but then he started receiving anonymous threatening notes in the mail. He 
also noticed someone following him when he walked at night, and there was even an incident 
where he was almost run over by a car..." 

This was all news to me. 


"All that happened... Is my uncle okay? Did he report it to the police?" 


"The professor is fine. As you know, he’s not the type to be easily rattled. He just laughed it off, 
saying that a famous author is bound to attract this kind of attention... 


But | think he was secretly worried. That must be why he suddenly decided to move to this villa 
recently." 


"| see. So, how have things been since he moved here?" 
"Well, since he moved here, things have completely calmed down. The threatening letters still 
get forwarded from his old address, but there haven’t been any suspicious people following him 


or anything like that. This area is pretty quiet, but it's also quite safe." 


That made sense to me. This was a high-end vacation area. Vacation homes often attract 
burglars because they’re unoccupied most of the time. 


But in a place as ‘high-end’ as this, security is usually tight, with private security companies 
often being hired. With fewer people around than in the city, any unfamiliar person wandering 
about would immediately draw attention. 

"What was in the threatening letters?" 

"... They had messages like 'Die,' and sometimes included razor blades or strange pills..." 
Yukari suddenly seemed to remember something and quickly bowed her head. 

"I-l’m sorry! You came here for a vacation, and I’ve been talking about such things... 


Please make yourself comfortable, the professor should be back soon." 


"Oh, don’t worry about it. Thanks." 


When | said that, Yukari bowed again and left the room, saying she’d see me at dinner. 


| had just learned something troubling. If my uncle, who had invited me here, was dealing with 
such a situation, then he must be more worried than he was letting on. 


That said, knowing my uncle, he would never openly ask me to 'protect' him. And since I'd only 
be here for a few days, | figured nothing too troublesome was likely to happen. 


At most, he might ask me for some advice, but if that meant | could save on two nights' worth of 
lodging and meals, it wouldn’t be such a bad deal. 


With that optimistic thought, | started unpacking my casual clothes from my bag. After all, it was 
hard to relax in a three-piece suit. 


As | changed, | suddenly remembered. 
Yukari Sano, huh. 


When | first met her two years ago, she wasn’t really my type. For one thing, she was just too 
young. We only had a few chances to talk over those three days, but it was clear that in a few 
years, she would grow into a fine woman. | had a feeling about it, and it turned out | was right. 


Two years later, my instincts had been proven correct. She was seven years younger than me, 
but the age difference didn’t matter much since she was still young. Given that this was my 
vacation, it might be interesting to see how my ‘investment’ from two years ago had paid off. 
With that thought, | completely forgot about the troubles my uncle might be facing and smiled to 
myself. 


As a Capable detective like me, | hardly ever have time to meet new people. 


Overtime and weekend shifts are common, and I’ve been called in during dates more than once 
or twice. 


I’ve had relationships with people involved in cases I’ve worked on, but those never lasted long 
because | didn’t want to draw too much attention from my superiors. 


And since | live in a police-designated dormitory for single officers, it’s not like | can bring 
women back to my place. 


There is a way out of this situation, though — getting married. If | got married, | could move into 
family housing, which would reduce the number of times | get called in on short notice. 


But getting married would mean that I’d belong to just one woman. Considering that there are 
still thousands of beautiful women out there who haven’t met me yet, that wouldn't be fair to the 
women of the world. So, | guess I'll have to tolerate the single dormitory for a few more years. 


Not to brag, but I'm not bad-looking. If | manage to squeeze in some time to go to a group date 
with some of my old friends, | usually end up being the center of attention, and when that certain 
confectionery company’s conspiracy day in mid-February rolls around, | get so many Valentine's 
Day's gifts from all the female officers at the station that it makes the other guys jealous. 


Not to brag, but I'm also not stupid. I’m a detective inspector in my mid-twenties, assigned to the 
Criminal Investigation Division, First Section. No police officer would dare call someone like me 
incompetent. Even when | was working as a patrol officer, | never caused any problems, and | 
aced the highly competitive promotion exams with ease. If | take the next promotion exam, I’m 
sure I'll be promoted to assistant inspector, but that would put me at the same rank as my 
superior, Inspector Inaba. 


Inaba, my boss. He’s around forty, with a piercing gaze and a solid build. As one of his 
subordinates, | have to say he’s far from incompetent. He prefers solid, methodical 
investigations and is a seasoned detective who has a knack for cornering criminals. 

By the way, when | asked him why he hasn't taken the exam to become an inspector, he said 
he’s too busy with work to study for it. It’s true that the job keeps him busy, but unlike me, who 
can pass any exam without studying, he’s just built differently. 

That said, I’d likely remain under the assistant inspector's command for at least another six 
months, and it would be awkward if we ended up with the same rank. So, | planned to wait 


another year before taking the promotion exam for inspector. 


Just as | was contemplating my future, there was a rather rough knock at the door. Before | 
could utter a "Come in," the door swung open. 


There was only one person in this house who would do something so lacking in manners. 
"Oh, Shuko! How have you been?" 

"Long time no see, Uncle." 

Mitsuhiro Nakajima, my mother's younger brother. He must be around 47 or 48 years old. 

He claims his motto is "small profits, quick returns," and apparently, he's a successful enough 


writer to own a house in such a luxurious vacation area. The blood that runs in our family is 
indeed remarkable. 


Writers, without exception, tend to be lacking in exercise, and my uncle was no different. He’d 
gained a noticeable amount of weight around his belly and chin compared to two years ago. 


Yet, with the little mustache under his nose and an air of dignity about him, he looked like 
someone you might believe if he said, "I'm a writer." 


"| heard you've become a homicide detective! It makes me proud to have a family member in 
such a profession." 


"Oh no, Uncle, it's me who's proud to have a famous writer like you in the family. | brag about it 
at work all the time." 


"Is that so! Wa-ha-ha!" 
My uncle laughed heartily, without the slightest hint of humility. 
That was just flattery, you know. Get a clue. 


"Shuko, it seems we have a little time before dinner. | know it's a bit sudden, but can we talk for 
a bit?" 


"Sure, | don't mind. But Uncle, before that, there's something I'd like to ask you." 

"Hmm? What is it?" 

"| heard you've been in some dangerous situations recently..." 

Honestly, there was no need for me to ask such a thing. However, as a police officer, once 
Yukari told me about it, | couldn't just ignore it. If my uncle were to get caught up in some 
incident later, | could be held responsible. 

At the very least, | needed to get him to say something like, "You don't have to do anything." 
My uncle scratched his head awkwardly. 

"...Who told you that?" 

"Yukari did. She seemed really worried about you, Uncle." 

"Ah, | figured it was her. It's nice that she worries, but when you're as successful a writer as | 


am, getting a threat or two is only natural. If | let that bother me, | wouldn't be able to write. And 
Shuko, there's really nothing for you to worry about, even as a police officer." 


My uncle spoke as if he could see right through me. If | were to ask, "So, did you move here 
recently just by coincidence?" he would undoubtedly answer, "Of course | did." 


| chuckled inwardly. It was a shame there were no witnesses around, but this suggested that it 
would be easy to get him to say "You don't have to do anything" in front of Yukari later on. 


"Understood. But if anything does happen, please let me know. I'm always here to help." 


"You don't need to worry that much... But, well, | suppose | could show you something 
interesting to put your mind at ease. Come with me." 


With that, my uncle led me out of the room. 


November 22nd, 6:10 PM, Study 


My uncle's study was on the southwest side of the first floor. It was a spacious room facing 
south, with large windows offering a panoramic view of the outside scenery. 


The view from the windows was filled with trees, and | couldn't help but wish the room were on 
the second floor instead of the first. Still, it was a view you couldn't see in the city, and it was 


something to be savored. Working with such a view would surely boost productivity. 


| suddenly thought of the dormitory where | lived. It wasn't even half the size of this room, and it 
had terrible sunlight. The world is truly an unfair place. 


On the east and west sides of the room were large bookshelves that reached the ceiling, lined 
with various books. 


In the southwest corner of the room was a desk, presumably for work, which held a computer, 
writing tools like fountain pens, and a fax phone. The desk appeared to be made of mahogany, 


a far more expensive piece than what | used at the station. 


In the center of the room were two luxurious-looking sofas and a table. On the table was a 
crystal ashtray. 


Up to this point, nothing had changed from two years ago. 
"Wow, this is impressive, Uncle." 


What surprised me was my uncle’s collection on the north side of the room, which wasn’t there 
two years ago. 


"Quite something, isn’t it? With these, any intruder would be in for a nasty surprise." 


My uncle said this proudly. 


A low shelf about one meter high, covered with a curtain, had been placed there. On top of it 
were various weapons from different times and places — helmets, armor, and even a musket. 


Moreover, the wall above the shelf was adorned with swords, shields, and bows. 
"Most of these are the real deal. Flash these at a burglar, and they'll be scared stiff." 
My uncle picked up a curved scimitar hanging on the wall and unsheathed it. 


The blade made a pleasant “shing!” as it left the metal scabbard, revealing a sharp edge that 
was Clearly not a replica. 


"What do you think? Beautiful shine, right?" 
Did he really think I'd find this kind of bragging interesting? 


That being said, I’m not so narrow-minded that | can’t humor someone with a bit of polite 
agreement. 


Resignedly, | said, "Yes, with this, you wouldn’t have anything to worry about," pretending to be 
impressed, which seemed to satisfy my uncle. He nodded, saying, "Exactly, exactly." The 
psychology of people who like to show off their belongings is simple, whether they’re adults or 
children. 


But then | had a thought. I’d heard somewhere that collecting weapons you couldn't even use 
properly was a sign of some deep-seated fear. In that light, it makes sense that he started this 
collection out of the blue two years ago. My uncle must be more paranoid than he lets on. He 
may have invited me, an active detective, under the pretense of having a talk, but deep down, 
he probably wanted some protection. 


Unaware that | was making these deductions, my uncle picked up the musket. 


"Well, this gun is a replica, of course. But that bow over there is real. | used to practice archery 
for exercise, but not so much lately. This crossbow here is the only one | still use." 


As he rambled on about things that didn’t matter to me, my uncle pulled back the curtain 
hanging on the shelf. Inside, it was divided into three vertical sections, each displaying various 
weapons and miniature cannons. It was enough to make me wonder if he was suffering from 
some kind of hoarding disorder. 


My uncle took out a crossbow from the shelf and handed it to me. 


It was quite heavy. From the looks of it, the mechanism seemed solid. 


"That crossbow was made in France 300 years ago. Despite its age, it’s got a light trigger and is 
a fine weapon." 


For something made 300 years ago, it was indeed meticulously crafted. | wondered if he might 
have been fooled by some shady antique dealer, but | decided it didn’t matter much to him and 
didn’t bother pointing it out. 

"You know, there’s a shooting range nearby. How about we try it out tomorrow?" 


My uncle suggested, but then seemed to change his mind. 


"...On second thought, you’re a cop, aren’t you? You probably shoot more interesting things than 
a crossbow." 


"No, we rarely get to fire our guns. The crossbow seems interesting. Since I’m here, I’d love to 
give it a try." 


"Oh, really? Then let’s do it tomorrow." 

When | agreed, my uncle happily put the crossbow away. 

Honestly, agreeing to hang out with an older man, especially a middle-aged one, didn’t excite 
me at all, but that’s just how society works. Besides, | wasn’t entirely uninterested in shooting a 
crossbow. It might even be a good way to blow off some steam. 

After that, | kept my promise and answered my uncle’s many questions one by one. 

He asked about the structure of police work, the ranking system, and the specific duties of each 
department. Internally, | found it tedious to explain all this in such detail, but | reminded myself 
that it was a small price to pay for two free nights at his luxurious villa. 

A knock came at the door just as the clock on the wall chimed seven. 

"Sir, may | come in?" 

A slightly older woman’s voice came from the other side of the door. 


"Yes, you may." 


When my uncle responded, the door opened, and a middle-aged woman wearing an apron 
walked in. 


"Oh, Master Shuko is here too. It’s been a while." 

"No, the pleasure’s mine." 

| returned her greeting with a light bow. She was a familiar face as well. This was Akiko Kato, 
the housekeeper who had been helping my uncle for several years. She was probably the 
oldest person in the household. 

"Well, well, you’ve grown into such a fine young man. Please make yourself at home. 

Oh, and dinner is ready. Please come to the dining room." 

"Alright, let’s go." 

November 22nd, 6:55 PM, Dining Room 


The dining room in this house was adjacent to the living room. The dining room had a table that 
could easily seat ten people, and the living room was furnished with luxurious items like a large 
stereo, a plasma TV, and sofas. For someone living in a cramped dorm like me, the furniture 
here was unbelievably extravagant. 

Dinner was already starting to be set on the table. The housekeeper, Kato, and Yukari, who was 
also wearing an apron, were busily preparing the meal. Judging by how Yukari wasn’t spilling 
anything, it seemed she had become somewhat less clumsy compared to two years ago. 

A middle-aged man | didn’t recognize was already seated at the table. 


Noticing him, my uncle turned to me and said: 


"Ah, let me introduce you. This is Satori, my editor. Satori, this is my proud nephew, Shuko 
Haneda, who’s currently serving as a detective." 


"Oh, so you're the one! I’ve heard a lot about you from the professor!" 

The man introduced as Satori stood up hastily, a friendly smile on his face. He seemed a few 
years younger than my uncle, but he clearly had the same out-of-shape physique due to lack of 
exercise. 

| extended my right hand, saying, "Thank you for looking after my uncle," but Satori replied, 


"Oh, I’m sorry. | injured my hand recently, so | can’t shake hands." 


He held up his right hand, which was wrapped in bandages. 


My uncle chuckled bitterly. 

"Despite being an editor, this man managed to slam his hand in a car door, like some sort of 
child. He’s barely capable of working right now, so I’m letting him rest while helping him gather 
material." 


"Yeah, not my finest moment." 


Satori scratched his head with his left hand, looking sheepish. He seemed to be a good-natured 
guy. 


"Oh, Mr. Haneda! Long time no see!" 

At that moment, a young man entered the dining room. 
"Mr. Koiki, you seem to be doing well too." 

Since | knew him, | greeted him out of courtesy. 


Remembering the names and faces of people you rarely meet is generally a waste of time, but 
unfortunately, my brain had no trouble storing the name of this particular man. 


Mikio Koiki. My uncle’s other pupil. He was in his mid-twenties and had a physique so well-toned 
that he didn’t look like someone involved in literature. His height was annoyingly just a bit taller 
than mine. 

"| heard from the professor that you’re now a detective in the homicide division? I’m thinking of 
trying my hand at writing a mystery novel soon. When | do, I’d love for you to read it, as a real 
police officer—" 


"Koiki, don’t say anything inappropriate." My uncle cut in with a stern tone. 


"Your writing isn’t at a level where it can be read by others yet. Instead of asking for favors, you 
should spend more time revising your own work." 


Koiki looked irritated for a moment but quickly lowered his head. 
"...?’m sorry, | spoke out of turn." 

With that, he went to the kitchen to help with the meal preparations. 
"My apologies, Shuko. | didn’t mean to scold my pupil in front of you." 


My uncle spoke with a faint smile, seemingly trying to lighten the mood. 


"| really didn’t want to scold my pupil in front of my dear nephew, but Koiki tends to get out of 
hand if | let him. It’s harsh, but it’s for his own good." 


"No, it’s fine, really. | don’t mind." 


And | meant it. If someone else got scolded, it was their responsibility, not mine. It had nothing 
to do with me. 


"But you know, he’s been working hard lately." Satori chimed in. 


"After all, he’s been studying under you, professor, for several years now. His skills have 
improved, and there’s even talk of him debuting as a novelist soon..." 


"Satori, I'd appreciate it if you didn’t say anything unnecessary." 
"Oh, my apologies." 


Satori was scolded by my uncle, but he didn’t seem particularly remorseful, only offering a 
sheepish smile. He was probably used to my uncle’s reactions by now. 


But that Koiki fellow — he seemed to harbor a lot of resentment towards my uncle. | suddenly 
had the wild thought that perhaps the mysterious incidents happening around my uncle were 
actually caused by him. 


In a word, the meal was exquisite. The wine served was also excellent. 


Surrounded by wonderful nature, enjoying delicious food, and feeling comfortable — what’s 
more, not being summoned by my boss was a kind of relaxation | hadn't realized | needed. 


However, perhaps because of what happened before dinner, Koiki seemed to be in low spirits 
the whole time, and with his mood affecting the younger pupil as well, Yukari also seemed a bit 
down. 


Only my uncle and Satori, perhaps due to the alcohol, were in a chatty mood, so the 
atmosphere didn’t become too tense, and | was able to enjoy the meal. 


After dinner, the three of us — my uncle, Satori, and | — moved to the living room. Koiki 
returned to his room, saying he had work to do, and unfortunately, Yukari went off to the kitchen 
to help with the cleanup. 


The conversation that followed in the living room was somewhat dull. The main topic was, of all 
things, my uncle’s boasting, with occasional questions about my work thrown in. As | answered 
them politely, | found myself wishing Yukari were here to liven things up. The whiskey and 
snacks were the only things | truly enjoyed. 

Then, at around 9:30, Satori spoke up: 


"Professor, it’s about that time." 


My uncle, who had been lounging on the sofa, suddenly straightened up as if he’d just 
remembered something. 


"Oh, is it that late already? Shuko, I'll have to excuse myself. | have work to do." 
"That's tough, Uncle. You have to work at this hour?" 
He chuckled and said, 


"Well, that’s how it is in this industry. I'll work until sunrise, sleep until noon, take care of 
meetings and other tasks during the day, and then start writing again at night." 


"Yeah, that’s pretty much how it goes. In our editorial department, it’s become normal to head 
home on the first train." 


Satori, who seemed pretty drunk, laughed heartily. | couldn’t help but wonder what was so funny 
about what was just said. 


"By the way, Shuko, are you an early riser?" 
"Hmm, | suppose so. I’m probably more of a morning person, if anything." 


"| see. Well, if you happen to wake up early tomorrow, come by my room and keep me 
company. Working alone until sunrise can be pretty depressing." 


With those words, my uncle left the living room. 
Is that how it is? Then why not finish writing during the day? 


| don’t really understand the mindset of writers. Or maybe it’s just my uncle who's different? 
Well, it doesn’t matter anyway. 


"Well then, | think I'll take my leave too." 


Satori said. 


"You're leaving early as well, Mr. Satori?" 

"No, it’s just—" 

Satori suddenly leaned in close to me and whispered. 

"| figured it’s time for you youngsters to have some time alone." 


| was puzzled at first, but then | understood. Yukari was walking toward us from the kitchen, 
carrying a tray with canned chuhai drinks and glasses. 


It was a crude remark, typical of a middle-aged man with a bit of alcohol in him. But since | was 
on vacation, | decided to play along and said, "Thanks, | appreciate it." 


Satori gave me a vulgar grin before greeting Yukari as she entered the living room and then 
made his exit. 


And so, it was just the two of us — young man and woman — left behind. 

"It seems like everyone’s gone back to work," Yukari said. 

"Yeah, looks that way. How about you, Yukari? Are you free now?" 

Yukari smiled somewhat bitterly. 

"’m supposed to work during the day and sleep at night. The professor says it’s bad for my skin 
otherwise. He’s actually pretty considerate. But if you’d like, would you care to have a drink with 
me?" 

Yukari picked up one of the canned chuhai from the tray. 

| decided to tease her a little. 

"Are you planning on drinking alcohol in front of a police officer even though you're underage?" 


"If the nice detective keeps quiet, it'll be fine." 


| couldn’t help but laugh as | handed her my glass, letting her pour. We clinked our glasses 
together. 


To me, canned chuhai is no different from juice. But it certainly tasted better than drinking with 
two middle-aged men. 


"You should’ve come out sooner. Talking to my uncle all this time after not seeing him for so long 
was pretty exhausting.” 


"Sorry about that. | was helping with the dishes and then got caught up in my own work." 
"Work? Do you mean your writing?" 

"Yes. Although, it’s still not something | can really show off yet." 

Yukari’s face was already starting to flush slightly, probably because she wasn’t yet accustomed 
to alcohol, given how young she was. If we weren’t at my uncle’s house, it might’ve been fun to 
take advantage of her tipsiness and let things progress naturally... 

Unfortunately, the soundproofing in my guest room doesn’t seem particularly reliable, and | 
couldn't exactly take her outside in this cold weather. That being the case, | figured the best | 
could do now was to earn some points with her. To get a return on this investment, I’d need to 
take her out for a drive tomorrow or the day after. 

| calmly began thinking about whether there was a motel anywhere nearby. 

"But it’s amazing, isn’t it? You actually became a detective in the homicide division, Mr. Shuko." 
"And you were recognized by my uncle, Yukari. That’s pretty impressive too, isn’t it?" 

Yukari gave a somewhat lonely smile. 

"Well, it sounds good if you say | was recognized by a famous professor, but | haven’t even 
published a single book yet... | can’t help but wonder if I'll ever be able to make a living solely 
as a writer, and whether I'll be able to keep coming up with new stories, year after year, for 
decades to come. It makes me anxious just thinking about it." 


Perhaps it was the alcohol, but Yukari’s tone was becoming increasingly casual. 


This was an opportunity. Here was a woman, feeling vulnerable and uncertain. And with alcohol 
involved. 


If | could just offer her some kind, encouraging words now, we could be heading straight to a 
motel on tomorrow's drive. | resolved myself to confirm the location of a nearby motel before the 
night was over. 


However— 


"Oh, I’m sorry for complaining to you when you're probably exhausted too, Mr. Haneda. Thanks 
for listening. The bath is ready, so please go ahead and use it. You should get some rest." 


"N-No, I’m fine, really. I’m not tired at all—" 

"No, you mustn't. The professor told me to make sure you fully relax since your job as a 
detective keeps you so busy. And | made you worry earlier this evening too... I'll take care of 
cleaning up here." 

But | couldn’t exactly tell her that the best way for me to relax would be to earn some points with 
her now, take her for a drive tomorrow, and head straight to a motel to get a return on my 
investment, could I? 


Feeling slightly disappointed, | took a bath and then returned to the room | had been given. 


With my body still warm from the bath, | collapsed onto the bed. It was a bit of a shame that | 
was alone. 


The clean sheets and the springy mattress were things | hadn't experienced in months. 
And the quiet environment — no traffic noise, no drunken shouts. 


| hadn’t had a proper break in weeks. | thought | was doing okay, but being here made me 
realize that all the accumulated fatigue was finally catching up with me. 


| quickly lost consciousness and drifted off into a pleasant sleep. 


Chapter 1-2: Calculation and Speculation 


November 23rd, 6:10 AM t Room 

They say that seven hours of sleep is the most ideal for humans. Until recently, the common 
belief was that eight hours was best, but studies now suggest that people who sleep for seven 
hours on average tend to live longer than those who sleep for six or eight hours. 

Perhaps that’s why, or maybe it’s just my nature, but I’ve always found that seven hours is just 
the right amount of sleep for me. In fact, | can’t seem to sleep for more than seven hours. Once 


| go to sleep, | wake up exactly seven hours later, which, in a way, is quite convenient. 


When | checked the wristwatch I'd left by my pillow, it showed just after 6 AM. | must have gone 
to bed early last night, as | woke up at this unusually early hour. 


| couldn’t recall the last time | slept for more than four continuous hours. That might be why this 
morning, after having had a full seven hours of sleep, | felt more refreshed than | had in months. 


| carefully tidied my messy hair and changed into the casual clothes | had brought. 
However... 

As | stretched, | suddenly realized something. 

Even if I’m up at this hour, there isn’t much to do. 

| wasn't interested in morning TV shows, and it was too cold outside to go for a walk. 

My uncle had mentioned that he usually went to bed around 7 AM, so he was probably still 
awake, but the idea of having a morning conversation with a middle-aged man wasn't exactly 


appealing either. 


If Yukari were up, we might be able to continue where we left off last night, but she was probably 
still sleeping at this hour. Waking her up just for my convenience wouldn’t score me any points. 


“Well, what can you do...” | sighed. 
Since there wasn't anything else to do, | figured | might as well have a chat with my uncle. He 
was a novelist, after all, and he knew a lot of interesting things. It could be a good opportunity to 


expand my own knowledge. 


With that decision made, | stepped out of the room. 


The hallway was quiet, but | could sense someone’s presence. It was probably the elderly 
housekeeper getting breakfast ready. 


As | walked down the hallway and reached the stairs, | heard someone coming up from below. 
It was my uncle’s primary disciple, Mikio Koiki. 

"Good morning, Mr. Koiki." 

"Oh, g-good morning, Mr. Haneda." 

Even though | greeted him politely, he seemed somewhat absent-minded. 

Finding this curious, | decided to use my instincts as a detective and probe a little. 

"Were you out for a walk?" 

"N-No, | just went to get a drink from Ms. Kato because | was a bit thirsty." 

"Are you alright? You don’t look too well." 

Koiki forced a smile. 


"Ms. Kato said the same thing. | guess the all-nighter took a toll on me. But I'll be fine after a bit 
of sleep. Well, if you’ll excuse me." 


With that, he returned to his room. 
Did he really think he could fool me? 


I’ve seen that kind of reaction many times before. Back when | was a patrol cop, dealing with 
suspicious characters during night patrols. 


People who react like that usually have something to hide — like being involved with drugs or 
theft. 


...But then | shook my head. 
| was on vacation now; there was no need to get suspicious over nothing. Besides, what kind of 
shady activities could anyone get up to in a house way out here in the mountains? At worst, he 


might've snuck a bite of the breakfast being prepared. 


| concluded as much and headed down the stairs towards my uncle’s room. 


Just then— 


| heard a rustling noise coming from my uncle’s room. It seemed he was indeed still awake at 
this hour. 


| knocked on the wooden door. 

"Uncle, are you awake?" 

| waited, but there was no response. 
That’s when | noticed something was off. 


A sharp, cold draft was seeping out through the gap in the door. Could he have left the window 
open in this freezing weather? 


I'd definitely heard sounds from inside the room a moment ago. But now, there was no response 
to my knock... Could there have been an intruder? 


| pushed the door open. It wasn’t locked. The cold wind blew in my face. 

The first thing | saw was Yukari, standing dazed in front of a shelf displaying various weapons. 
"Yukari, what's wrong—" 

That’s when | noticed something else was off. 

A faint metallic smell tickled my nose. 


There was no way I, a detective who had dealt with numerous murder cases, could fail to 
recognize what it was. 


Blood. 
| followed Yukari’s gaze. 


My uncle was lying on the floor, wedged between his desk and chair, where his computer sat. 
For a split second, | thought he might be sleeping on the floor — how ridiculous. 


But | quickly realized something was terribly wrong. My uncle was lying on his left side, and on 
the opposite side, his right temple, something was sticking out almost vertically. 


Of course, nothing should be growing out of that spot. It was an arrow, embedded in his head. 


The wound was still fresh, with blood oozing out, staining the carpet underneath his head with a 
red pattern. Mixed in with the red, | could see a yellowish, thick liquid — probably brain matter. 


There wasn’t a hint of life in him. 

Just to be sure, | placed my fingers on his neck to check for a pulse. 
There was none. No breathing either. 

And above all, he was cold. 

He’d been killed. My uncle. The man I'd been talking to just yesterday. 


Even at a time like this, my mind remained clear. Instead of being shocked or sad, my first 
instinct was to scan the room and do what needed to be done as a detective. 


What about the state of the room? It didn’t look any different from yesterday. Nothing seemed 
out of place. 


Were there signs of an intruder? Could it be that the person who had been threatening my uncle 
had finally acted? But there were no signs of an external perpetrator. The window was open, but 
there were no broken glass or footprints. 

"P-Professor..." 

Yukari pointed a trembling finger at my uncle. | hurriedly stopped her. 


"Hold on, don’t touch anything. Yukari, what exactly happened?" 


"W-Well, | came in to ask the professor something, and when | entered the room, he was lying 
on the floor with blood coming out of his head, and then, and then—" 


"Calm down, Yukari." 


"Is the professor really dead? This can’t be real, right? Could this be some kind of experiment 
for his new book or—" 


No, this wasn’t good. 
"Let’s step out of the room for now." 
The first thing a police officer should do is secure the crime scene. As an active-duty detective 


who has handled numerous murder cases, | wanted to start investigating the room immediately, 
but | couldn’t just leave Yukari, who looked like she was about to collapse, alone. 


November 23rd, 6:27 AM, Living Room 


"What!? The professor!?" 
Mikio Koiki was the first to shout in shock. The others couldn’t hide their surprise either. 


Well, it was only natural. A person they'd been talking to just the day before had suddenly 
become a lifeless corpse. 


After discovering my uncle’s body, | gathered everyone in the house in the living room to explain 
the situation and to see if anyone was acting suspiciously. 


Koiki had been in his room, and my uncle's editor, Yuichi Satori, sleeping in his. The 
housekeeper, Akiko Kato, had been in the kitchen preparing breakfast. 


At the very least, no one had been acting suspiciously. There were no outsiders either. 
"N-No way! Are you sure!? Did you really confirm it!?" 
Satori stood up from the sofa and shouted. 


"Yes. | hate to put it this way, but an arrow was lodged in his head, and he wasn’t breathing or 
showing any pulse. There’s no doubt that he was dead." 


"No... It can't be. The professor was murdered? Who would do such a thing... Could it be 
because of those threatening letters?" 


Satori collapsed onto the sofa, burying his head in his hands, his face as pale as a sheet. His 
reaction caught my attention, so | asked him, 


"Mr. Satori, are you alright? You don’t look so well." 


"N-No, | just think | might be coming down with something. But that’s beside the point — we 
need to call the police." 


"| understand. For now, | need everyone to stay here. I’m going to contact the police, but be 
aware that they will likely consider everyone in this house a suspect. At least until their 


investigation is complete, | suggest you all avoid being alone as much as possible." 


No one seemed pleased to hear they might be considered suspects, but given that I’m a police 
officer, no one dared to voice any complaints either. 


Except for one person. 


"Um, does that mean we can’t even go to the bathroom?" the housekeeper, Kato, asked with 
concern. 


| couldn’t help but smile wryly at that. 


"At the very least, | recommend waiting until the police arrive and finish questioning everyone. 
That way, you'll be less likely to draw suspicion." 


With that advice, | walked over to the phone in the living room. 


It was the same model as the one in my uncle’s room. | picked up the cordless receiver and 
dialed the emergency number. 


"This is the emergency line." 


"Hello, this is Assistant Inspector Haneda from the Uenohara Police Department, Criminal 
Affairs Division." 


"Oh, | see." 


The voice on the other end of the line suddenly sounded more familiar, likely sensing a kindred 
spirit. 


"Is something the matter?" 


"I’m on vacation right now, but there’s been a murder. Please contact the local precinct 
immediately." 


"What!? U-Understood. Please give me the address." 

After | provided the address, they promised to dispatch someone right away and hung up. 
"They'll be here soon," | informed everyone, trying to reassure them. 

For a while, silence dominated the room. 

Everyone looked down, nervously shifting their eyes and sighing. After all, my uncle was an 
important figure to everyone here. Perhaps they were contemplating their own futures in light of 
this tragedy. 


"Um, would you all like to at least have breakfast?" Kato suddenly suggested. 


"| know it’s hard to have an appetite after hearing about something like murder, but breakfast is 
the most important meal of the day. And it’s cold out, so how about at least having some soup?" 


It was a suggestion typical of someone older and wiser. 


Everyone, including myself, seemed to feel a pang of hunger, and since there were no 
objections, Kato’s face relaxed with relief. 


"I'll prepare it right away." 

She headed to the kitchen adjacent to the living room. 

"Oh, I'll help," Koiki offered, following her. 

Even though Kato seemed like the least likely person to commit murder, | couldn't allow anyone 
to be left alone for too long. | had been prepared to assist if no one else volunteered, but 
thankfully, that wasn’t necessary. 

"Um, I’ll help too..." Yukari began to stand, but Koiki stopped her with a wave of his hand. 

"It doesn’t take three people just to carry things. I’ve got it covered. You should rest." 


"Okay..." Yukari replied, sounding a bit disappointed, as she sat back down. 


While the two of them busied themselves in the kitchen, the silence once again took over 
between Yukari, Satori, and me. 


"Mr. Satori, are you sure you're feeling okay?" 
Yukari seemed uneasy just sitting still, so she directed her concern toward Satori this time. 


Satori looked nothing like he had last night when he’d been drinking. His face was pale, almost 
sickly, and he shivered from time to time as if he were cold. 


"I’m fine. This kind of cold is nothing. I’ve worked through worse." 

"Still, you should at least dress a bit warmer. Let me get your coat." 

Yukari said, retrieving Satori’s coat from the coat rack in the corner of the living room. 

Before long, the dining table in the living room was set with a tempting breakfast. 

Perhaps it was the proximity to the lifeless body of the man we had all been talking and laughing 


with just yesterday, but no one seemed to have much of an appetite. Nevertheless, | helped 
myself without hesitation, filling the emptiness in my stomach. 


The police arrived about fifteen minutes after the call. We must have looked strange, sitting 
around having breakfast in the living room after a murder had just occurred. 


The fact that | identified myself as a detective from the Uenohara Police Department during the 
call must have been effective. A group of uniformed officers from the local precinct arrived along 
with detectives from the violent crime division — the department that handles cases of murder 
and assault. For reference, the division | belong to, the First Criminal Investigation Division, also 
falls under the violent crime division. 

"My name is Yoshio Morioka." 

As soon as they arrived, one of the plainclothes detectives introduced himself to us. 

He was probably around the same age as my superior, Detective Inaba — somewhere around 
forty. His rank was also assistant inspector. However, compared to Detective Inaba, he had a 


somewhat unimpressive appearance. 


He looked like a company employee who had lost out in the corporate rat race and been 
demoted to a provincial office — a description that might be easy to understand. 


"Who here is Mr. Haneda?" 
"That would be me," | replied. 


Detective Morioka seemed momentarily surprised by my youth, his eyes widening briefly, but he 
quickly composed himself and gave a slight salute. | returned the gesture. 


"Mr. Haneda, are all the people in this house present here?" 


Since my rank is lower, he didn’t address me as Detective Haneda, but his manner was polite, 
likely because we belonged to different jurisdictions. 


"Yes, that’s everyone." 
When | answered, Detective Morioka began to address everyone in the room. 


The police will now begin their investigation, he said, and we'll be asking everyone a lot of 
questions, he continued. He concluded with a request for our full cooperation. 


After saying that, he hurriedly left the living room. 


About ten minutes later, Detective Morioka began calling each person in the living room out one 
by one and escorting them to another room. It was probably for questioning. 


As the other four were called out in turn, | was thinking about something in the back of my mind 
— something I'd been considering ever since | discovered the body. 


This was supposed to be a vacation. My first complete break of the year. But now it was 
completely ruined. However... and this was a big however... 


This was an opportunity. 
What if | were to solve this case on my own? 


| know the relationships between everyone involved in this case better than anyone else, and 
I’ve been closely observing everyone’s behavior since this morning. On top of that, | have this 
sharp, analytical mind. It might not be impossible to solve this case before the local police. 


My superior, Detective Inaba, never seems willing to let me handle a murder case on my own. 
And when we finally catch a criminal, some lawyer from who-knows-where manages to get them 
off scot-free. If only he would leave everything to me from the start, that wouldn’t happen. 


The problem is, Detective Inaba isn’t incompetent. 


He has an imposing presence that can intimidate others without saying a word. He has the 
endurance to stake out a suspect in a car under the blazing sun for hours without complaint. 
And he has the physical strength to subdue a knife-wielding criminal without needing to use a 
baton. 


Detective Inaba has apprehended more than his fair share of dangerous criminals. 


But I'll say it — his brains aren’t quite up to par. When it comes to straightforward cases that can 
be solved with routine interrogations, stakeouts or a show of force, he’s fine. But with complex 
murder cases, his investigations often end up full of holes, which some slick lawyer manages to 
exploit, resulting in the criminal walking free. 


I’d love to be rid of a boss like him. But since he has considerable influence within the 
department, | can’t simply request a transfer. In fact, being assigned under him was considered 
a badge of honor in itself by most. 


But what if | managed to solve this case entirely on my own? 


If | could pull it off, | might finally be able to break away from Detective Inaba’s shadow and 
handle cases independently. 


Normally, if an outsider like me from a different jurisdiction were to solve a case before the local 
police, it would create quite a bit of tension. But when | compare Detective Morioka to Detective 
Inaba, the difference in their drive and ambition is like night and day. If | managed to catch the 


culprit before him, he might even be grateful that | took care of such a troublesome case. No, 
I’m sure he would be. Besides, | was planning to let him take the credit for the arrest anyway, so 
his pride and reputation would remain intact. I’m just a helpful collaborator, nothing more. 
Alright, it’s decided. 


"Detective Haneda, may | have a word?" 


At that moment, Yukari, who had just finished her questioning, returned with a uniformed officer 
who called out my name. 


Soon, | was brought before Detective Morioka, who had his notepad open. 

"Thank you, Mr. Haneda. I’m sure you understand, but we need to follow standard procedure." 
"Of course, | understand. Ask me anything you need." 

Relieved, Detective Morioka began his questioning. Where were you and what were you doing 
last night? What about this morning? Do you know anyone who might have harbored a grudge 
against the victim? Did you notice anything suspicious from last night until this morning? 

All the questions were ones | had anticipated, so | answered them smoothly. 

| slept until a little after six this morning. No one else could confirm that. As for people who might 
have had a grudge against the victim, | met a lot of people for the first time in a while yesterday, 
so | can’t say. And no, | didn’t see anyone suspicious yesterday or today. 

| kept quiet about the times my uncle had been in dangerous situations before, and about how 
his younger disciple, Mikio Koiki, had been scolded by him. | had no intention of sharing that 
information with this detective. It’s possible someone else might have already mentioned it, 
though. 

"Detective Morioka, what's the situation at the crime scene?" 


Since it seemed the questions had come to an end, | decided to ask. 


"Well, we’ve done a preliminary check, but nothing particularly suspicious has turned up... Oh, 
right, the window in that room was open. Do you know who opened it?" 


"It was already open when | arrived at the scene. | don't know who opened it." 
"| see... In that case, we'll have to wait for the results from forensics and the autopsy." 


As | suspected, this case wasn’t going to be solved so easily. | decided to make my move. 


"Um, | have a request." 
"Huh? What is it?" 
"Could you let me see the crime scene?" 


As expected, Detective Morioka didn’t look too pleased. But | was ready for that, so | pressed 
on. 


"| don’t intend to cause any trouble. But as a detective who was present at the scene, | want to 
do whatever | can to help solve the case." 


"However... | hate to say this, but you’re also considered a suspect, you know?" 

"| understand that. But my trip here was only decided three days ago, purely by chance. You can 
confirm that with Detective Inaba at the Uenohara Police Department. And you can investigate 
me all you want, but | have absolutely no motive to kill my uncle." 

"T-That Detective Inaba!?" 

Detective Morioka seemed taken aback by the mention of my superior’s name. Judging by his 
reaction, it didn’t seem like he’d heard anything negative about him. Even a stubborn boss like 


Inaba can be useful at times like this. 


"But as you probably know, any case that occurs in this area falls under our jurisdiction. If a 
detective from outside the jurisdiction were to interfere—" 


| continued to speak earnestly, at least in appearance. 


"| understand that as well. I’m not interested in taking credit or being a nuisance. | just want to 
help catch the culprit. 


Please, the victim was none other than my own uncle. | want to avenge him!" 


That last line seemed to do the trick. Detective Morioka hesitated slightly before finally 
conceding. 


".,.Alright. For the time being, the crime scene is under police watch. As long as you're 
accompanied by our officers, I'll allow you to enter the scene. But you're forbidden from moving 
or touching anything. If you find something, report it to us immediately. This is the best 
compromise | can offer." 


"Yes, | promise." 

| smiled inwardly. 

November 23rd, 7:50 AM, Study 
My uncle’s study was cold. 


At this time of year, it’s no wonder, given that the window had been left wide open in the middle 
of the mountains. 


Inside the room, there was a uniformed officer standing guard, and three forensic examiners in 
work clothes who were busy marking the area around the body with tape, dusting for 


fingerprints, and taking photos of the entire room. 


After showing them my police badge, and with Detective Morioka having already informed them, 
they allowed me to enter the room right away. 


| immediately began to carefully inspect the room. However, as | scanned the area, nothing 
particularly suspicious caught my eye. 


If | had to point to something, it would be the window. Why would my uncle leave it open in such 
cold weather? 


| looked out the open window. 

And at that moment— 

"Hey, hey, did something happen?" 

Suddenly, | heard a kid’s voice from outside the window, a voice Il’d heard somewhere before. 
...It was that brat who always hung around with the pesky lawyer. 

"Hey! How did you get in here, brat!?" 


"Hey, hey, stop calling me ‘brat’ all the time! | have a cool name, lyo Satsuki! From now on, 
you'd better call me Lady Satsuki!" 


Is this kid messing with me? 


"Uh, is something wrong, Detective Haneda?" 


One of the forensic examiners, who had apparently overheard the conversation, asked 
curiously. 


"It seems one of the neighborhood kids got inside. I'll chase her off right away." 
"Oh, uh... okay..." 
| turned to the kid who called herself Satsuki. 


"You're standing on this house’s private property. Get out immediately! And how did you even 
get past security!?" 


The kid clicked her tongue and replied. 
"lve read the works of Che Guevara, so sneaking into a place like this is child's play to me!" 


Guevara...? Wasn’t he some Communist guerilla leader? What kind of upbringing has this kid 
had? 


"So, did something happen?" 

She asked with gleaming curiosity, peering into the room. 

"This is none of your business! Get out of here, now!" 

"Come on, at least tell me what happened!" 

"| said get lost! If you don’t leave right now, I'll have the officers remove you for trespassing!" 
"Jeez, fine! What a stingy detective!" 

The kid pouted, grumbling as she walked away from the window. 

"Always getting kicked around by the good guys..." 

"Ugh..." 

| watched the kid leave, irritated. 

"Kids these days are a real handful, aren’t they? But we really need to tighten up security if it’s 


that easy for an outsider to get in. I'll make sure the guards are notified," the uniformed officer 
assigned to watch the room said casually. 


‘Quiet! If you’d done your job properly, | wouldn’t have had to waste my time dealing with this! 
Make sure the person in charge writes a report about this and submits it!’ 


That’s what | wanted to say, but | held it in and instead replied, 
"Yes, please do." 
| had to admit, my self-control was impressive. 


| shook off the distraction of the brat named Satsuki and focused back on the puzzle of why the 
window had been left open. 


Was it really my uncle who opened it? 


Or could it have been someone else — possibly the killer — who opened it to escape, or maybe 
to break in? 


Or perhaps the culprit had some reason for needing to open the window? 


It's certainly possible that my uncle had opened it himself. If he had been working in a heated 
room all night, he might have wanted to let in some fresh air. 


And if he happened to be killed right when he opened the window, that could explain why it was 
left open. 


But what if someone other than my uncle had opened the window? 


The idea that a burglar sneaked in from outside, ran into my uncle, and then killed him isn’t one 
| was inclined to consider. 


This area is a high-end, well-secured neighborhood. Even though it was the off-season and 
there weren’t many people around, that only made it more likely that security measures are in 
place. 


Even if a burglar had been around, there are plenty of empty houses they could have targeted. 
No one in their right mind would choose to break into a room where the lights were on all night. 
Besides, there were no signs that the room had been ransacked. 


The possibility that someone with a grudge against my uncle entered and exited through the 
window to commit the murder — this couldn’t be ruled out. 


In that case, since there’s no sign the window was forced open, the culprit would have to be 
someone who knew my uncle or one of the four people who were in the house this morning, 
excluding myself. 


For example, Koiki, who acted suspiciously towards me earlier. 
Well, there was no point in thinking any more about the window. I’d just have to wait for the 
forensic results. It could very well be that my uncle simply opened the window to get some fresh 


air. 


Next, | waited for the forensic team to finish taking photos, and then | began a thorough 
examination of the body. 


The body was lying between the desk and the chair. It looked like my uncle had leaned against 
the desk before sliding down to the floor — that’s the impression | got from my experience. 


Based on my experience, the color of his face and the stiffness of his body made me think he 
had been dead for two or three hours. 


A bolt was lodged vertically into his right temple, slightly towards the back. | hadn't noticed it at 

first, but it wasn’t an arrow used in archery or kyudo, the Japanese variant. It was a short, thick 

bolt meant for a crossbow. There didn’t seem to be anything unusual about the bolt, except that 
one of the fletchings was bent. It probably got bent when it was fired from the crossbow. 


On the desk were a computer setup, a phone with a fax machine, a printer, and some writing 
tools. 


What caught my attention first was the fax. It appeared to be some kind of manuscript sent from 
the editorial department this morning. A very long piece of paper had been spit out. The 
manuscript had some comments written in red pen, but only for a few pages. At a certain point, 
the writing just stopped. | suspect something must have happened. 


The computer was still on, and the monitor displayed what looked like a work-in-progress novel 
in a word processing software, written in Japanese. 


",..What is this?" 


What caught my eye was the last line of the novel my uncle had been writing. 


‘That said, his situation was somewhat different. LIX#' 


The string of characters "LIX#" seemed completely random. 


| had a sudden thought. Could this be a dying message left by my uncle? 


I quickly looked at the keyboard layout. 

Normally, apart from symbols and numbers, the keys on a keyboard have two types of 
characters: the Roman alphabet for typing in English and hiragana for typing in Japanese. 
Perhaps this nonsensical string "LIZ" was the result of typing in Japanese using the Roman 
input mode. 

Looking at the monitor, | saw that the current input mode was indeed set to Roman. 

If "LIX4" was typed in Roman input mode, it would require pressing the keys "LPOLO" or 
"LPOXO." And the corresponding Hiragana characters on those keys were: "Ri" for "L", "Se" for 
"Pp" "Ra" for i @ and "Sa" for "™*." 

Putting it all together, "LPOLO" or "LPOXO" could translate to "RiSeRaRiRa" or "RiSeRaSaRa." 
| let out a small sigh, unnoticed by anyone. 

This wasn’t like me. What an unprofessional way to think. 

When | think about it, my uncle was killed by a shot to the head. It could have been instant 
death, and even if he lived for a short while afterward, he wouldn’t have had the strength to type 
out a message. 

Moreover, I’ve never met anyone who could remember both the Roman alphabet and hiragana 
keyboard layouts, let alone someone who could consciously switch between them while dying 


from a head wound. 


Most likely, my uncle collapsed against the desk, and in the process, his hand accidentally hit 
the keyboard. 


Losing interest in the computer, | turned to the forensic officer who was outlining the body with 
tape. 


"Do you know where this bolt was fired from?" 
"Huh? Oh, I’m not sure, but maybe it was fired from that crossbow displayed on the shelf?" 
| followed the forensic officer’s gaze. 


The shelf where weapons were displayed. The curtain that had been hanging over the shelf was 
now pulled to the left. The forensic team must have moved it to take photos. 


On the right side of the middle shelf, a crossbow was placed. 


| recognized it. It was the crossbow my uncle handed to me yesterday, saying, "Want to give it a 
try?" 


"Please don’t touch it. We’ve taken photos, but we haven't checked for fingerprints yet." 
"| know." 


Of course, | know that — I’m a detective. | didn’t let on that | was thinking, "Don’t talk to me like | 
don’t know that." 


The crossbow, casually displayed on the shelf, didn’t look out of place compared to yesterday. 


...But if they dusted this crossbow for fingerprints, they'd find mine. Well, it's unlikely they would 
immediately jump to the conclusion that | was involved in the crime. 


Then | noticed something. 


This wasn’t the only crossbow displayed on the shelf. So why did the forensic officer assume 
this particular one was used? 


But at this point, my pride wouldn't let me ask about it. | decided to investigate it myself. 


| looked at the shelf where the weapons were displayed. The curtain that had been covering the 
entire shelf until this morning was now pulled to the left. 


"Can | move this curtain a bit?" 


The uniformed officer looked puzzled by my sudden request, but he didn’t want to make an 
enemy of me, a Detective. 


"Just don’t touch anything inside." 


With permission granted, | pulled the curtain aside. There was a hole in the curtain right in front 
of where the crossbow was displayed. 


It all clicked into place. 
So, someone secretly loaded this crossbow with a bolt while it was still behind the curtain. My 
uncle wouldn’t have noticed it because of the curtain. Then, using some kind of remote 


mechanism, the bolt was fired. It’s entirely plausible. 


But of course, this raises an obvious question. 


How did they manage to fire it remotely? 

They could’ve aimed the crossbow at a spot just above my uncle’s chair, where he would 
usually sit while working. That way, as long as they could operate the crossbow, it would have 
been easy to kill him. 

But even my uncle wouldn't stay in his chair the entire time he was working. He would get up to 
check the bookshelves for reference materials or to go to the bathroom. The exact timing would 
be impossible to determine without actually monitoring him. 

...Wait a minute. 


| suddenly turned back to the window. The window that had been left wide open. 


My uncle, taking a break, opens the window. Naturally, this would make him visible from outside. 
Once his position is confirmed, the crossbow, which had been pre-set, is fired remotely. 


At that moment, something suddenly came to mind. 
It gets extremely cold at night in this area. If someone were watching my uncle's room from 
outside, not just for an hour or two, but waiting patiently until the right moment — it wouldn't be 


surprising if they caught a cold. 


And there was only one person in this house today who mentioned they were feeling under the 
weather. 


| smirked. | could already see tomorrow’s evening news headline: 

"Young Detective Solves Murder Case with Brilliant Deduction in a Speedy Resolution" 
Not a bad headline. It was starting to feel real. 

Now, there was one more mystery to solve: how the crossbow was fired remotely. 
Shooting a crossbow means pulling the trigger. 

| looked around the room. 


On the east and west walls were large bookshelves reaching up to the ceiling, filled with books 
of all sizes. 


In the center, there were two sofas facing each other with a table between them, a crystal 
ashtray on top. 


In the southeast corner was my uncle's work desk with a chair, a computer, a monitor, a printer, 
a keyboard, a mouse, a phone with a fax machine, and some writing tools. 


On the north side of the room were weapons and armor from various times and places — 
swords, spears, bows, and muskets. 


The floor was carpeted. There was only one door, which didn’t have a lock, but there were no 
gaps at the top or bottom. Outside the window was a forest. 


Among all these items, | wondered which one could be used to remotely pull the crossbow's 
trigger with a bit of ingenuity. 


"...Wait a minute. Could it be... if they used that..." 

My eyes landed on something. Suddenly, a new hypothesis began to take shape. 
To test this hypothesis, | looked behind the bookshelf next to my uncle’s desk. 
"...Found it." 

As | suspected, it was there. 


Dust had collected behind the bookshelf. In the dust, there was a mark — a single line running 
horizontally. Yes, if someone had strung a cord across here, it would leave a mark just like this. 


And alongside it, there were a few small holes, like those made by nails or something similar — 
one, two... 


In that instant, | figured out the entire mechanism. 


The person who killed my uncle was— 


Chapter 1-3: Speculation and Truth 


November 23r :20 AM, Living Room 


The four suspects sat in the living room, all looking slightly uneasy. The uniformed officer who 
had been keeping an eye on them, as well as Detective Morioka, were nowhere to be seen. 


"Huh? Yukari, where’s Detective Morioka?" 
"He went back to the station for a bit." 
"Oh, | see." 


He’s probably gone back to the station to report. That works out perfectly for me. | wonder how 
he’ll react when he returns and finds out I’ve already solved the case. 


"Mr. Haneda, where have you been until now?" Koiki asked. 

"Oh, | just got permission from Detective Morioka to check out the crime scene. 
But more importantly—" 

| looked at each of the four faces in turn before delivering my next words. 

"—I| know who the culprit is." 

Everyone let out a short gasp, "Eh!?" and then stared at me with their mouths agape. 
It was a rather satisfying moment. 

Ever since | became a detective, I’ve always wanted to do this at least once. 
"You know who the culprit is!? Are you serious!?" 

The first to respond was Satori, the editor in charge of the victim's manuscript. 
"Yes, | am. And | also know how they killed my uncle." 

"W-Who is it!?" 

| took a deep breath before speaking again. 


"The culprit is among us." 


As soon as | said that, everyone let out a short gasp, "What!?" and nervously looked around. 
Just as satisfying as the first time. 


Ever since | became a detective, I’ve always wanted to utter that line, too. 

"M-Mr. Haneda, stop keeping us in suspense and just tell us, who is the culprit!?" Koiki said. 
"Alright, alright, I'll explain everything in due course. But first, I’d like you to take a look at this." 
| placed a sheet of paper on the table. 

"This is... a floor plan of the professor’s room, isn’t it?" Koiki asked, puzzled. 

| nodded in response. 


"My uncle's cause of death was a crossbow bolt that was lodged in his head. There’s no doubt 
about that. 


Also, there was a draft left in the fax machine my uncle used. Mr. Satori, do you know anything 
about it?" 


"Y-Yes. Around five o'clock this morning, a draft was scheduled to be sent to the professor from 
the editorial department. The professor was supposed to make revisions and send it back, so | 


believe that’s what it was." 


"That makes sense. By the way, besides you, who else knew that the draft would be sent to my 
uncle this morning?" 


Satori looked around before answering. 

"Well, | think Koiki and Sano also knew." 

Just as | suspected. | continued my explanation. 

"The blood that had flowed from my uncle's wound was already beginning to dry. So, the 
estimated time of death is somewhere around 5:30 AM. Of course, we’ll have to wait for the 
autopsy to determine the exact time." 


No one had any objections. 


"And around 5:30 AM... Just to check, none of you have an alibi, correct? Oh, don’t get upset. 
It’s perfectly normal not to have an alibi for such an early hour. Even | don’t have one. 


Now, how did the culprit shoot the bolt into my uncle’s head? That part was fairly easy to figure 
out. As you know, my uncle had a collection of weapons. Among them was a crossbow. 


And in this section of the room—" 
| pointed to the northeast section of the floor plan. 


"There’s a shelf where the weapons were displayed, covered by a curtain. The crossbow that 
was likely used was in this shelf. 


There was a single hole in the curtain. Behind that hole, on the shelf, was a crossbow on 
display. 


In other words, the culprit preloaded the crossbow with a bolt and waited for the right moment 
when my uncle was sitting at his desk working. Then, they remotely triggered the crossbow." 


"N-Now | see," Satori murmured, while the other three remained silent. 
"Mr. Haneda, what kind of trick did they use?" 

"It’s simple, they used the fax machine." 

"T-The fax machine...!?" 


"Yes. There were traces of my uncle checking the faxed manuscripts he was receiving, meaning 
he was sitting at his desk when the fax was being received. 


And... look at this." 


| pointed to the fax machine equipped with a phone that was in the living room. | sought 
confirmation from the elderly housekeeper. 


"Ms. Kato, this is the same as the one in my uncle’s study, correct?" 
"Y-Yes, that’s right." 
"B... But how exactly did they use that to fire the crossbow?" Koiki, the youngest disciple, asked. 


With everyone’s curious eyes on me, | opened the cover of the fax machine. Inside was a long, 
thin roll of ink ribbon. 


"The culprit used this ink ribbon. They attached a string to it, and as the fax was received, the 
ink ribbon would rotate, winding up the string. 


All they had to do was run the string behind the bookshelf and attach it to the crossbow. The 
tension would automatically pull the trigger." 


As everyone sat in stunned silence, perhaps out of admiration for my brilliant deduction, | 
quickly moved on to the next piece of evidence. 


"And | have proof. Behind the bookshelf, there were marks that looked like they were made by a 
string. Additionally, there were holes that appeared to be made by nails or something similar. 
Most likely, the string was run through these nails and connected to the crossbow on the shelf. 
The forensic team will confirm this later." 

"S-So... who is the culprit?" Yukari asked. 

The time for theatrics was over. 

"The culprit is—" 

| slowly pointed my finger at the person. 

"—You, Yukari." 

"Wha...!" 


Yukari’s face stiffened in shock. All eyes turned to her. 


"To pull off this trick, there’s one key condition. The culprit had to be the first person to arrive at 
the scene and remove the string connected to the crossbow. 


This morning, when | approached my uncle's room, | heard some rustling noises from inside. | 
thought my uncle might be awake, so | entered the room. 


But the only person there was you, Yukari, staring blankly at the body. You were probably trying 
to retrieve the small tools you used for the trick. But then | walked in, so you panicked and 
pretended to be in shock at the sight of the body.” 

"L-Lies! Why would | kill the professor!? Do you even have any evidence?" 

"| do." 


| slowly shook my head. Yukari’s face twisted in disbelief. 


"If you’re the culprit, you probably still have the tools you used for the trick. You didn’t have time 
to dispose of them. That’s irrefutable evidence." 


"Then go ahead, search me! Check as much as you want, | don’t care. I’m not carrying anything 
like that!" 


"?m sure you're not. | don’t believe you’d keep the evidence on you this whole time. 

However... 

After discovering the body, | gathered everyone in the living room, and we’ve been together ever 
since, waiting for the police to arrive. If we assume you're the culprit, you wouldn’t have had the 
chance to dispose of the tools — except in one place." 

| looked Yukari straight in the eyes. 

She flinched and looked away. 

"Yukari, let me see your coat." 

mye 

Her expression changed. 

When | approached the coat hanging on the rack, she hurriedly tried to stop me. 


"W-Wait, Mr. Shuko!? What are you doing with my coat!?" 


"Step aside, Yukari. If you have nothing to hide, showing me your coat shouldn’t be a problem, 
right?" 


"B-But...!" 
Having no other choice, | forcefully pushed her away and onto the sofa. 


In that brief moment, | grabbed her coat, wrapped my hand in a handkerchief as a makeshift 
glove, and reached into the pockets. 


"...Found it." 

| pulled out the items from her pocket and showed them to everyone. 
There was a collective gasp. 

A bundle of tangled string and a few nails. 


"S-Sano... How could you...!" Satori managed to choke out. 


"No, you've got it all wrong! | bought those to do some redecorating in my room! They have 
nothing to do with this case! Where's the proof that these were used in the trick!?" Yukari 
shouted, clearly distressed. Seeing her like this, | couldn’t help but feel disappointed. 


| had thought she was a bit more intelligent, but in the end, this was all she amounted to. 


"Yukari. As | mentioned earlier, there were marks behind the bookshelf in the study, as if 
something had been dragged across it, and there were holes where nails had been driven in." 


| showed her the string and nails | had pulled from her pocket. 
"If we insert these nails into those holes, they'll probably fit perfectly. 


| also plan to hand this string over to forensics. They’ll check if it has the same dust particles on 
it as those found behind the bookshelf." 


"...Ah... aaah...!" 

Yukari collapsed onto the sofa, tears streaming from her eyes. 

She must have realized there was no way to talk her way out of this. 

"Impressive as always, Mr. Shuko... You’re right about everything, the trick, all of it..." 
"N-No way...! How... how could you kill the professor!?" 

Koiki tried to confront her, but | held him back with my hand and asked in his place. 
"Yukari. There’s still one thing | don’t understand. Why did you kill my uncle?" 
Yukari lifted her tear-streaked face and screamed. 

"The professor was stealing our work!" 

"W-What!?" Satori cried out in shock. 

| see, so that’s how it was. 


"The professor always guided and mentored us. Honestly, Mr. Koiki's novels were good enough 
to pass as professional work. But even so, the professor never let him debut... 


| started getting suspicious and did some digging. That’s when | found out that the professor had 
been publishing books without us knowing, using ideas that Mr. Koiki and | had come up with..." 


Yukari broke down in tears. 


"So, you're the one who sent the blackmail letter and put him in danger...?" Satori asked, his 
voice trembling. 


When Yukari slowly nodded, Satori sank heavily onto the sofa. 


Confronted with the sudden revelation of this shocking truth, no one could find the words to 
speak. 


So, this was the real story behind the case. 


| glanced at my watch. It wasn’t even nine o'clock yet. The case had been solved in under three 
hours. And it was all thanks to me being here. 


"Mr. Haneda, is something going on?" 
| turned toward the voice and saw Detective Morioka standing there. 
| pointed at the sobbing Yukari with my thumb. 


"It’s all been revealed. She confessed." 
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Part Il: Zenko Yamashika, the Court-Appointed 
Defense Attorney 


Chapter 2-1: Goodwill as a Means 


November 23rd, 6:32 PM, Yamashika Law Office 


“And now, the next news story: 
This morning, author Mitsuhiro Nakajima was found murdered. 


The victim, Mitsuhiro Nakajima, 48 years old, was known for writing novels across a wide range 
of genres. 


The incident took place at Nakajima’s residence, and the suspect is a 17-year-old girl who had 
been mentored by Nakajima as a writer. The shocking nature of the relationship between the 
two has left many in the literary community stunned. 


Furthermore, it appears that a mystery novel-style trick was used in the murder, but the case 
was swiftly solved in just half a day by a police officer who happened to be at the scene. The 
girl, who has been arrested, is reportedly voluntarily confessing to the crime—" 


The TV announcer’s voice droned on dispassionately. 
A murder case. And right here in our town. 


Normally, this would be the kind of case I’d be eager to take on. But if the suspect is already 
confessing, there’s no need for me to get involved. 


| quickly lost interest and focused my attention on enjoying the homemade dinner Yukina had 
prepared. 


“... here was no need to go that far,” Yukina said, her chopsticks frozen halfway to her mouth. 
Curious, | glanced at the screen and saw a figure, likely the suspect, with a jacket thrown over 
her head, being led through a barrage of camera flashes. | understood immediately: even 
though her face was covered, the fact that a 17-year-old girl was being paraded around like this 
was enough to evoke some sympathy. 


However, from my perspective, it was just a case of reaping what you sow. If you don’t want to 
end up like this, then you simply shouldn’t commit murder. 


With that thought, | once again lost interest and returned to shoveling food into my mouth. 


“Oh? Hey, Mr. Zenko, isn’t that person next to the suspect...?” Yukina pointed at the screen. 
“Huh? ...Ack!” 

| nearly dropped my chopsticks. 

The person leading the suspect, covering her with the jacket. 

It was Detective Haneda. 

He seemed to be barking at the reporters to clear the way, but his face had a look of complete 
satisfaction, as if he was proudly declaring to the cameras, 'I’m the one who caught this 


criminal!" 


Seeing that face reminded me of the incident from a few days ago — when that annoying 
bastard ruined my date. 


| made up my mind right then and there. 

“Yukina, once we finish eating, I’ve got another job to do tonight.” 

She immediately understood what | meant and clenched her fist with determination. 
“That's the Mr. Zenko | know! Let’s do this!” 

...| had expected her to be shocked, but instead, | was the one caught off guard. 
“Yukina, aren’t you going to stop me? The suspect’s already confessed, you know?” 


“How can we be sure? The police might have simply misunderstood what she said as a 
confession.” 


“...Well, yeah, that’s true.” 
Yukina had already figured out what | was about to explain. Having once been falsely accused 


of murder herself, she had developed a healthy skepticism toward the police and the media. It 
made her the perfect secretary for me... or was | being too hasty in that assessment? 


Anyway. 


This time, we weren't being hired for this case. This was us, taking the initiative. 
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So, it was best to make contact as soon as possible. | quickly finished my dinner and called a 
local organization. 


“Hello, this is the Bar Association.” 


A businesslike voice answered. The irritation in their tone was likely due to being stuck at work 
so late on a Saturday. 


“Put me through to the president or the vice president.” 

“The vice president is available, but... may | ask who's calling?” 
“This is Zenko Yamashika, attorney.” 

| heard a sharp intake of breath. 


There’s not a single person in the legal community in this country who doesn’t know my name 
— the undefeated criminal defense attorney. 


“_..Please hold.” 
After about ten seconds of holding music, a voice came through the line. 
“You bastard! How dare you call me at this hour with that smug face of yours!?” 


The rude words made me question whether this person was really the vice president of the Bar 
Association. 


Vice President Hirohito Takeda. 


He’s a stickler for rules and handles most of the Bar Association’s work on behalf of the lazy old 
president. The man is so serious that I’d almost want to call him a stick in the mud. 


“Hey, Vice President. You’re sounding healthy, that’s good to hear.” 

“Shut up, shut up, shut up! You’re a lousy lawyer who only takes on cases you like, and you 
can’t even go through a trial without causing a ruckus! Do you have any idea how much trouble 
you’ve caused me with your messes!?” 


He was letting me have it. 


| considered recording the conversation and suing for defamation, but unfortunately, | didn’t 
have a completely clear conscience, so | decided to let it slide. 


“That's why I’m calling you now — to make up for my past behavior. Can you calm down and 
listen to what | have to say?” 


“You've got some nerve...! Fine, but let’s make this quick. | don’t have time to waste on you.” 


“| saw it on TV — a 17-year-old girl murdered an author. Has any lawyer been assigned to her 
yet?” 


“...No, not yet.” 


“Perfect. I’d like to take on her defense, both as her consultant and court-appointed attorney. 
How about it?” 


Takeda remained silent. He was probably suspicious of my intentions. 

“You're not planning something weird again, are you?” 

He was right to be suspicious. But of course, | wouldn’t let that show. 

“Not at all. I've recently discovered the joy of serving society.” 

Sure enough, the overly serious vice president wasn't buying it. 

“...Fine. The Bar Association has been discussing the police’s handling of that girl’s case. And to 
be fair, murder cases are your specialty, so no one will complain. I'll notify the necessary 
departments; head to the detention center immediately.” 

“Now we're talking. Leave it to me.” 

“But listen here!!” 

Takeda’s voice was so loud | almost had to hold the receiver away from my ear. 

"No funny business! You will conduct yourself professionally! Do | make myself clear?!" 
With a loud slam, the call was abruptly cut off. 


He’s got a short temper. If he had waited five more seconds, | could have told him one thing. 


That it’s impossible. 


November 23rd, 7:12 PM, Detention Center, Visitation Room 


The girl sitting in the chair on the other side of the reinforced plastic barrier — Yukari Sano — 
looked a bit worse for wear, but it was clear that in five years’ time, she’d be the kind of person 
who could make an acquaintance of mine whistle in admiration. 


There was one tricky thing about this meeting. Since | wasn’t hired by this girl, I’d have to be on 
my best behavior and use polite language. 


“Nice to meet you. My name is Zenko Yamashika, and I’m an attorney. This is my secretary, 
Yukina Misumi.” 


| introduced myself with a tone so formal that it made my skin crawl. If Kageno or Satsuki were 
here, they’d probably burst out laughing. 


“Nice to meet you,” Yukina, who was sitting beside me, greeted her as well. She was dressed 
casually and looked young enough that she might not even be recognized as a secretary, but 


Sano didn’t seem to mind, so it was probably fine. 


Sano had seemed reluctant about this sudden meeting at first, but she started to show some 
interest around the time | introduced myself. 


“You’re the famous attorney, Zenko Yamashika...?” 

There it is. The kind of line I’d love Kageno or Satsuki to hear. 

| managed to keep my face from cracking into a smile and answered Sano’s question. 
“Famous or not, I’m the only lawyer named Yamashika around here.” 

“I’ve heard your name. They say you’ve never lost a criminal case. 

But why would someone like you come to see me...?” 

“Why, it’s just a coincidence. You see, there's a system here in Japan called the duty attorney 
system. To put it simply, it's a system where we lawyers offer free legal consultations to those 
who've been arrested for criminal cases. It just so happens that today is my turn.” 

It’s a lie that it’s my turn, but the duty attorney system itself is real. 

For the record, I’ve never properly served as a duty attorney before. That’s because | have a 


tendency to get sick easily, and on top of that, my relatives seem to fall critically ill quite often. 
My grandfather has supposedly “died” four or five times already. 


Sano showed no signs of doubting my words. 

“| see, that makes sense. But... are you aware of my case?” 
“Yes. I’ve heard a bit about it on the news.” 

Sano sighed with a hint of self-mockery. 


“Then you must know that I’ve already confessed to my crime. I’m sorry you came all this way, 
but | don’t really have anything to consult with a lawyer about...” 


“That's not true. 


Everyone has the right to a defense, and even if you’ve killed someone, depending on the 
circumstances and the reasons, your sentence could be reduced.” 


“| know that. But I killed someone. That’s an undeniable fact. That’s why I’m ready to accept my 
punishment...” 


What's with this kid, acting like she’s got it all figured out? 
| shifted in my chair, sitting back and crossing my arms. 
The time for niceties was over. My patience for this act was wearing thin. 


“You're only seventeen, right, little girl? You’re just entering the best years of your life, and 
you're willing to throw it all away that easily?” 


Sano looked at me with a start, probably because | suddenly changed my tone, but she quickly 
looked down again. 


“_.. It's fine. I've made up my mind.” 


“Come on, don’t say that. You’re not thinking that just because you’re a minor, you won't get a 
heavy sentence, are you?” 


| didn’t miss the momentary tension that crossed her face. 
“That's naive thinking. These days, the public is getting tougher on minors. You might not get life 
or the death penalty, but you’re looking at possibly ten years behind bars. Are you okay with 


that?” 


| could see the hesitation on Sano’s face. 


| maintained an unshakably calm demeanor, waiting for her next words. It was now up to her to 
either ask for my help or regret it ten years down the line. 


“.. ls it really possible to reduce the sentence for someone in my situation?” 
It seemed she had chosen the former. 


“Of course. It might be tough to argue self-defense, but there are ways to show remorse and get 
a lighter sentence. 


So, if you’re willing, could you tell me the details of what happened? We might find something 
that could help reduce your sentence.” 


“Alright. But | think it's mostly what you’ve already heard on the news.” 


| urged her to continue, assuring her that it was fine, and Sano started to slowly recount the 
events. 


It all began several months ago. 
The murdered author, Mitsuhiro Nakajima, was also the mentor of Yukari Sano, who aspired to 
be a novelist. Sano frequently stayed at Nakajima’s villa, where she received guidance on her 


writing. 


However, Nakajima never intended to let Sano debut as a writer. Worse yet, he was doing 
something unforgivable behind her back. 


He was plagiarizing his disciples’ work. 


Nakajima had another disciple besides Sano, and he was skillfully stealing ideas from both of 
them and incorporating them into his own work. 


When Sano discovered this, she became consumed with the desire to kill Nakajima. 
Then, yesterday. 


A visitor happened to arrive at Nakajima’s house. It was Nakajima’s nephew, who was, in fact, a 
police officer. 


“Say, that detective... his name wouldn't be Haneda, by any chance?” 


“Huh...? Yes, that’s right. How did you know?” 


“...GO on.” 
After dinner, Nakajima got caught up in a conversation with his nephew. 


Taking advantage of Nakajima’s distraction, Sano slipped into his room to carry out a plan she 
had been harboring for some time. 


Nakajima was a collector of weapons from around the world, and among them was a crossbow. 


Sano knew that manuscripts addressed to Nakajima would be faxed to him from the editorial 
department. 


A fax machine contains a narrow, ribbon-like roll of ink that transfers the text onto paper. When 
the fax is received, the ink ribbon is pressed against the paper to print the text, and with each 
fax received, the ribbon rotates. 


Sano tied a string around the ink ribbon. The string was then routed behind the bookshelf in the 
corner of the room, where it was connected to the trigger of the crossbow, carefully hidden out 
of sight. 


Early the next morning, that is, today around 5:30 AM, a fax was sent to Nakajima from the 
editorial department. 


The ink ribbon began to rotate, pulling the string along with it. Eventually, the string pulled the 
trigger of the crossbow — firing a bolt that pierced Nakajima’s head as he was reading the 
freshly received manuscript. 


A little after 6:00 AM that same morning, Sano entered Nakajima’s room to retrieve the props 
she had used for the trick — the string and the nail she had used to guide it behind the 
bookshelf. 


But then, something unexpected happened. There was a sudden knock at the door. 
Panicking, Sano stuffed the tools into her pocket and pretended to be shocked at the sight of 
Nakajima’s dead body. No sooner had she done so when someone entered the room. It was 


Detective Haneda. 


As soon as Haneda saw Nakajima’s body, he sprang into action like the seasoned detective he 
was. 


He immediately escorted Sano out of Nakajima’s room, gathered everyone who was in the 
house at the time in the living room, and called the police. 


Soon, the house was swarming with officers. Because of this, Sano had no time to dispose of 
the evidence; at best, she was only able to stuff it into the pocket of her coat hanging in the 
living room. 

It was then that Detective Haneda made his move. 

He approached Detective Yoshio Morioka, also a member of the homicide division who was 
handling the case, and offered to assist with the investigation. His request was granted, and 
Haneda began his own investigation. 


In less than an hour, Haneda returned to the living room where everyone was gathered. 


He had found a hole in the dusty wall behind the bookshelf where a nail had been driven in. He 
also found traces of the string that had been stretched around the room. 


From these clues, Haneda deduced the trick involving the fax machine and made the following 
statement: 


To pull off this trick, certain conditions had to be met. The person had to know about the fax from 
the editorial department and be able to reach the scene immediately after Nakajima’s death. 


The suspicion fell squarely on Yukari Sano, the first person to discover the body. 
However, all of this was still circumstantial, and there was no direct evidence linking her to the 
crime. But Haneda had realized that there was only one place where Sano could have hidden 


the evidence after the crime. That place was the pocket of her coat hanging in the living room. 


Ignoring Sano’s protests, Haneda searched her coat pockets. There, he found the string and the 
nail she had hidden. 


Haneda declared that he would compare the dust on the string with the dust behind the 
bookshelf, and realizing she could no longer hide the truth, Sano confessed to the crime— 


“—And then | was arrested.” 
“| see. It’s just like Detective Haneda to do something like that.” 
| smirked to myself. This was the perfect opportunity to settle the score with Detective Haneda. 


“Hey, | want to confirm something. Detective Haneda ignored your objections and forcibly 
searched your coat, right?” 


“Yes, that’s right.” 


“And then you were arrested?” 

“Yes.” 

| knew | could win this. It was an instant gut feeling. 

“Ms. Sano, do you know about the court-appointed attorney system?” 

“A lawyer provided by the state for free... right? I’ve heard about it in TV dramas or something.” 


“That's right. In this country, anyone facing a criminal trial is entitled to have a lawyer. Especially 
if the defendant is a minor, a trial won’t even start without a lawyer present. 


From what I’ve heard, it doesn’t seem like you’re planning to hire a lawyer on your own.” 
Sano remained silent, looking down. That silence was as good as confirmation. 


“In that case, let me serve as your public defender. Someone has to do it, so it might as well be 
me, right?” 


Sano looked up at me, surprised. 
“But I’ve already admitted to my crime. If you take on my defense, it might tarnish your record...” 
| cut her off. 


“That's none of your concern. Like | said earlier, someone has to take your case. It just so 
happens that I’m the one. And frankly, | don’t care about my record at all.” 


| was impressed with my own words. | was truly glad | had brought Yukina along. 
If Satsuki had been here, she would’ve immediately called me out, saying, “Liar.” 
“Alright. Then I'll be in your care.” 

“Yeah, leave it to me. But let me make one thing clear. 

Now that I’ve taken on your defense, | have a duty as a lawyer to fulfill.” 

“A duty?” 


“As a lawyer, I’m obligated to do everything | can to advocate for my client. To put it simply, | 
have to do my best to reduce your sentence. It’s not a bad deal for you.” 


“| see... | understand. I'll leave it to you.” 

Sano agreed. 

She probably didn’t realize it, but a lawyer’s duty isn’t as simple as she thought. It’s true that, as 
her lawyer, I’m now obligated to do everything | can to reduce her sentence. That duty must be 
carried out, even if it goes against her wishes. 

“Um, Ms. Sano?” 


Yukina suddenly spoke up. 


“This might be a silly question, but why would you commit murder when a police officer was 
there...?” 


“_..[t was just a coincidence. That day was the only chance | had to set up the trick, so that’s all 
there is to it.” 


Her eyes were darting. Her face looked even more downcast. And there was a slight pause 
before she spoke. 


That was a lie. 


Did this seventeen-year-old kid really think she could fool a seasoned criminal lawyer like me 
with a lie like that? 


But if what she said was a lie, then Yukina’s question made sense. Why would she commit 
murder when a detective was present? 


That said, if she insists on this story, pressing her further won't get a straight answer. In that 
case, I'll just have to get my investigator friend look into it. 


“So, she really did kill someone, didn’t she...?” 

Yukina said this from the passenger seat as we drove back. 
“Who knows? | wasn’t there to see it, so | can’t say for sure.” 
“That's true, but... she didn’t seem like she was lying...” 


Maybe Yukina couldn't believe that a girl younger than her could commit murder, because she 
seemed a bit down. 


When she’s like this, | don’t really know what to say. From what I’ve heard, there’s no doubt that 
girl is a murderer. 


“But still, you’re amazing, Mr. Zenko. Taking on her defense even if it might damage your 
career.” 


Yukina’s voice brightened a little as she spoke. Perhaps she felt bad for dampening the mood. 
“It’s just what any lawyer would do.” 


| was glad Kageno wasn't around. If he were here, he wouldn't hesitate to make a snide remark 
and say, “Liar.” 


“But Yukina, listen. 

I’m not planning to let my winning streak end so easily. In fact, | intend to add another win to it.” 
It took Yukina three seconds to realize what | meant. 

“W-Wait... Mr. Zenko, are you aiming for an acquittal verdict this time too!?” 

| grinned. 

“I’m an undefeated lawyer, aren't I? Always have been, and always will be.” 

Yukina looked at me with awe. 


That being said, even though | said it for Yukina’s sake, | Knew deep down that getting a not 
guilty verdict this time would be tough. 


But that was fine. My real goal this time was to make Detective Haneda eat crow. 


Chapter 2-2: A Strategy Meeting Full of Inertia 


November 24th, 12:32 PM, Yamashika Law Office 


Even though it was a Sunday, the Yamashika Law Office was open for business. But in my 
case, it was only because | live at the office, so | just label it as "open for business" since I’m 
already home. Besides, | was currently handling a case, so even if a new client were to show 
up, I'd likely turn them away. 


On a normal weekday, I’d be the only one here, but today the office is three times busier than 
usual... meaning, there are three people. 


There was me, Yukina, and then Eiji Kageno, a private investigator who assists me with 
investigations when | take on criminal defense cases. 


Usually, a middle school kid named lyo Satsuki, who has a habit of trespassing into my office, 
would also be here, but since it was the weekend, she was off on some trip. Good riddance. 


Yukina came to the office during the day on weekends since she was off from university, and 
Kageno and Satsuki usually showed up drawn by the lunches she made, like a pack of hyenas. 
It was a shame because it was a rare chance for me to be alone with Yukina. 

It seemed that no matter how many times you chase away flies and hyenas, they keep coming 
back. I’d like nothing more than to kick them out immediately, but since they don’t understand 
human language, telling them to “get lost” isn’t going to work. And Yukina, being the kind soul 
she is, actually goes out of her way to prepare enough food for everyone, inviting them to stay. 
They wolf down the food without any reservations. Someday I'll have to get a horse to kick them 
half to death. 


“..90, I’ve taken on the case.” 


After we finished our meal, | told Kageno that | had accepted the defense for the murder case 
that had been making headlines since yesterday. 


“So what’s the plan? The suspect confessed, right? In front of a whole crowd, no less. No matter 
how you look at it, getting a not guilty verdict seems impossible.” 


Kageno asked, seemingly surprised. 
“Actually, it’s not as hopeless as it seems.” 
| grinned. Kageno gave me a dubious look. 


“... You've got that look like you’re planning something shady again.” 


Mind your own business. 
“Is there really a way to get someone who's confessed to be found not guilty?” 
Yukina asked. 


“There is. There’s a rule in trials that goes like this: ‘Evidence obtained unlawfully cannot be 
used in court.” 


It’s commonly known as the “Exclusionary Rule.” 
“Obtained unlawfully...? What do you mean?” 
Yukina tilted her head, confused. | grinned again. 


“Well, you'll have to wait until the trial to find out. Anyway, Kageno, that’s why I’m counting on 


you. 
“...Counting on me for what, exactly?” 


“I've already told you the gist of it. Just look into the relationships of Yukari Sano and everyone 
present at the villa during the time of the incident.” 


Kageno’s face was clearly showing his dissatisfaction. 


“Hey, Kageno, what's with the sour face? | even fed you lunch, so what’s there to complain 
about?” 


“Shut up! The only reason | came was because you rarely offer Yukina’s home-cooked meals. 
Then you pull this crap and dump work on me after I’ve already eaten!” 


| grinned. 
“What are you talking about, Kageno? You've heard the saying ‘He who does not work, neither 
shall he eat,’ right? This time, the order was just reversed. Now, all that’s left is the work. You’d 


like to have dinner too, wouldn’t you?” 


“You son of a... And besides, it’s not even you who's cooking; it’s Yukina! Think about the effort 
Yukina has to put in!” 


“It’s fine, really. Cooking for one or two more people isn’t that big of a deal. It’s something | do all 
the time, and it’s not that hard.” 


Even Kageno couldn't find the words to argue back against Yukina’s genuine — no, pure — 
reply. That’s Yukina for you. 


“Yamashika, come here for a second.” 
“,.Whaat is it?” 
Kageno pulled me over to the window and spoke in a low voice so Yukina couldn't hear. 


“Listen, you slick lawyer. Investigations aren’t cheap. Do you even know how much it costs to 
hire a private investigator for a day? There’s no way a meal or two will cover it.” 


| shot back without missing a beat. 

“Listen up, you shabby detective. Meals aren’t cheap either. A single meal might not be much, 
but when you start feeding someone lunch and dinner every day, the costs add up fast. And 
when you factor in Yukina’s effort, the investigation fee you're asking for is peanuts.” 

“...| knew this about you from the start, but you really are that kind of guy.” 

“Then just accept it. Come on, this case is a simple one — the culprit has already been 
identified. All | need you to do is investigate the people who were at the scene. The police have 
probably done most of the work already. Just swipe the report from them. You’ve got 


connections in the homicide division, don’t you?” 


“Yeah, | do, but even getting someone to move for me isn’t free. And this time, it’s a different 
precinct. It’s going to cost more.” 


“Oh, is that so? Well, good luck with that.” 


“Don’t act like it’s someone else’s problem! Fine, I'll do it, but you’ve got to give me at least three 
bills. That’s my bottom line.” 


| grinned again. 


“Two bills. If that’s not enough, then you can forget about ever eating Yukina’s home cooking 
again.” 


“_..One of these days, I’m going to report you for fraud.” 


| slipped two finely decorated bills into the grumbling Kageno’s hand. 

And just like that, our deal was sealed. 

“Hey, wait a minute! These are two ten-dollar bills!” 

“| said two bills, didn’t I? | gave you exactly what you asked for.” 

“Idiot, | meant hundred-dollar bills!” 

“These are rarer than hundred-dollar bills, you know.” 

—My argument was overruled, and in the end, | ended up paying him two hundred dollars. 
Once the deal with Kageno was done, | turned to Yukina, who was cleaning up after lunch. 


“Yukina, | have to go to the courthouse for the initial hearing, so I’m leaving the office in your 
hands.” 


“But today’s Sunday, right? Is the courthouse even open?” 
Yukina couldn’t hide her surprise. Well, it's understandable. It wasn’t even conceivable a few 
years ago, but with the introduction of the lay judge system, courts started operating on 


weekends to shorten the trial period and lessen the burden on the lay judges. 


“Well, that’s how it is, so I’m counting on you. | should be back by evening. Kageno, make sure 
you've got something by then too.” 


Kageno didn’t even try to argue anymore, just nodded wearily and muttered, “Yeah, yeah.” 


November 24th, 1:55 PM, District Courtroom No. 2 


Come to think of it, this month had been strangely busy. 


This is the third time this month that | had taken on a case at this courthouse. The first time was 
for a theft case, and the second was a murder case. Both were held in this very courtroom. 


And now, in less than half a month, | was back here handling another murder case. Honestly, 
being a famous lawyer like me means I’m too busy for my own good. 


On top of that, since | was working as a public defender this time, the pay was ridiculously low. 
Certain people, like the Vice President of the Bar Association and Satsuki, like to call me a lazy 


or cowardly lawyer, but really, was there any other lawyer out there contributing to society as 
much as | was? No, there wasn't. 


However— 

Seeing who was sitting at the prosecution’s table made my mood sink a little. 

Prosecutor Kenichi Horiuchi. A short, middle-aged prosecutor. | call him the “Shorty Prosecutor.” 
He was the same prosecutor who had the audacity to stand against me in the two trials | 
mentioned earlier. Of course, someone like him could never pose a threat to me, and in each 
trial, | completely crushed him. 

The short prosecutor glared at me with a suspicious look. It would’ve been easy to ignore him, 
but considering | pride myself on being a "courteous lawyer," | decided it was only proper to at 


least greet the guy. 


“Hey there, Prosecutor Horiuchi. It’s been two weeks, huh? Looks like you haven’t been 
demoted yet. Glad to see you’re doing well.” 


Prosecutor Horiuchi, trying his best to appear calm, responded, 


“Hmph. | don’t need your concern. More importantly, this time the defendant has confessed to 
the crime, you know? Even you won’t be able to get her a not guilty verdict. Why did you take on 
this case?” 


“Hmph, | don’t need your concern,” | shot back, mimicking his tone. Though even | didn’t think | 
nailed the impression. 


Horiuchi’s face turned red, likely because he felt insulted. 


“You don’t actually think you can get a not guilty verdict this time, do you?! If you do, you're 
incredibly arrogant. This time, I'll make sure to tarnish your record!” 


“Don't get your panties in a twist. Look, I’ve already racked up enough consecutive wins against 
you prosecutors. | figured it’s about time | showed a little humility and let you have a win for 
once.” 


Could there be any words more sincere than these? I’m offering to lose on purpose to the 
prosecution side, which I’ve relentlessly defeated time and again. He should be thanking me, 
not resenting me. 


But Horiuchi didn’t seem to believe a word | said, just silently glaring at me with suspicion. 


Well, to be fair, | did have a big bombshell ready for this trial, so in a way, his attitude was 
justified. 


Then, at that moment... 


The door in the corner of the courtroom opened, and an older man in a black robe walked in. He 
must be the judge presiding over this trial. 


If it had been the same judge from the previous two trials this month, | might have started 
feeling a bit worried. 


But instead... 
“Ugh.” 


| let out a small groan that no one else could hear. He wasn’t the same judge as before, but | did 
recognize him. 


Judge Tatsuro Ishikari. Or rather, | should address him as "Your Honor" now. 

He was a fair judge, but not one | particularly liked. 

“Is something the matter, Counsel?” 

Chief Judge Ishikari, now seated at the bench, swiveled his eyes toward me. 

“N-No, nothing at all, Your Honor.” 

This judge has a few peculiarities. 

Peculiarity number one: Once he takes his seat, he doesn't move anything but his right hand 
holding the gavel, his eyes, his mouth, and his neck. Throughout the proceedings, he watches 
me and Horiuchi from his elevated bench with those big, glaring eyes. When everything is going 
smoothly, he can remain completely still for tens of minutes at a time, making you wonder if he’s 
been replaced by a wax figure. 

“Now then, the way you boys operate has become quite famous among us judges. 


Prosecution, are you ready to proceed with the preliminary hearing starting tomorrow?” 


“Yes, we are ready.” 


“Defense, any objections?” 

“No objections, Your Honor.” 

“Very well. I'll have the jury selected by the end of the day.” 
The judge nodded without showing any change in expression. 
Peculiarity number two: He’s blunt in his manner of speaking. 


There isn’t exactly a rule that says “judges must speak politely,” but the thought of dealing with 
this kind of tone from tomorrow onward is a bit disheartening. 


“Now, let’s move on to the matter of bail.” 

As soon as the judge said this, | could sense the tension in Prosecutor Horiuchi’s body. This is a 
case where the defendant has confessed to the crime. He probably wasn’t going to let bail be 
granted so easily. 

However... 

“Defense, do you wish to request bail?” 

“No, Your Honor.” 

Horiuchi’s mouth dropped open, and he turned his head sharply to look at me in shock. 

The current case is clearly a “premeditated murder,” with the intent to kill made obvious, and the 
defendant has already confessed to the crime. Even if bail were granted, there’s little chance of 
a repeat offense, fleeing, or tampering with evidence. But with everything stacked against the 


defendant like this, | honestly couldn’t find a good reason to request bail. 


“Very well. If there’s no bail request, does either side have any other matters to address? If not, 
this session is adjourned.” 


Since neither Horiuchi nor | said anything, Judge Ishikari nodded again. 


“The preliminary hearing will begin tomorrow at 10 AM in this courtroom. Make sure you’re all on 
time.” 


Without waiting for a response, the judge exited the courtroom. 


As soon as he left, Prosecutor Horiuchi marched up to me. 


“Why didn’t you request bail? You’re not planning something shady again, are you?” 

“Good grief, it's sad that you can’t appreciate my goodwill.” 

| replied with a mock sigh. 

“Prosecutor Horiuchi, | already told you at the beginning. I’ve had enough victories. So this time, 
I’m giving you a chance to shine. Relax, man, let’s take it easy. After all, it’s an easy trial where 
the defendant has already confessed, right?” 

Even so, Horiuchi didn’t drop the wary expression from his face. 


Prosecutor Horiuchi, this time your suspicion is spot on. 


November 24th, 5:50 PM, Yamashika Law Office 


“I’m back.” 


As | announced my return at the entrance, Yukina, wearing an apron, peeked out from the 
kitchen. 


“Welcome back, Mr. Zenko. Dinner will be ready soon.” 


... here's something comforting about this, | thought to myself. At times like this, a man starts to 
think about settling down. 


It would be perfect if only Kageno, who was sprawled out on the guest sofa, napping, and 
Satsuki, who was engrossed in a book, weren’t here. 


“Zenko, | heard you took on another case?” 
Satsuki asked without even lifting her head from her book. 


Since the sofa was fully occupied by Satsuki and Kageno, | had no choice but to sit at my work 
desk. 


“Hey, answer me!” 
“Yeah, | did.” 


| replied bluntly, hoping she’d drop it. But then... 


“The case with Detective Haneda, the one who was all over the news?" 

Satsuki’s comment caught me off guard. 

“...dow do you know about that? Did Yukina tell you?” 

“Nope. | was near the crime scene until this morning.” 

“W-What!? What were you doing there!?” 

“What do you mean? My relatives live nearby. My whole family stayed over for the weekend. We 
arrived there on Friday evening, so | took a walk around the area, you know, scoping things out, 
and ran into that Detective Haneda guy. 

Then, the next morning, a bunch of police cars showed up at the house where the detective was 
staying. | thought something might be up, so | snuck past the cops and peeked into the room. 
I’m really glad | read this book.” 

She patted the book she was holding. 

“...Satsuki. Stop pulling random books from my shelves without asking.” 

“Oh, come on! It’s not like you ever read this stuff. Besides, Yukina said it was okay.” 


Yukina again, huh? 


Yukina’s always soft on Satsuki. And I’m soft on Yukina. So, in the end, this brat ends up 
strutting around the office like she owns the place... 


“Sheesh... It's probably just some useless book anyway, so don’t get too carried away.” 
Satsuki huffed in indignation. 

“What do you mean, ‘useless’? It’s about Che Guevara! How dare you!” 

“G-Guevara? What the heck? Sounds like the name of a barbecue sauce.” 

“How could you say something like that?!” 


Satsuki’s face turned pale with shock, and then she suddenly stood up. She thrust the thick 
book she’d been reading right in front of my face. 


| glanced at the title on the cover and felt a sense of foreboding. It read “Episodes of the Cuban 
Revolutionary War.” 


“Listen up! Che Guevara was a great and noble revolutionary! To create a true communist state 
on this earth, he led his troops in guerrilla warfare, dodged the menacing hand of capitalist 
America, and played a significant role in the success of the Cuban Revolution—” 


“Alright, alright, | get it. | get how amazing Guevara was. Can we get back on track now? What 
happened next?” 


Satsuki narrowed her eyes at me, as if doubting whether | truly understood, but then she 
continued. 


“...Fine. So, following Guevara’s teachings, | snuck past the police and peeked into the room. 
There was a dead body, and it looked like forensics was busy investigating. That guy Haneda 
was there too.” 

But really, this kid... | wonder if she’s going to end up like some kind of grim reaper, always 
running into murder cases every time she goes out. Well, as someone who enjoys defending 
murder cases, that wouldn’t be the worst thing for me. 

“And then what?” 

“And then what? Nothing much, really.” 


“W-What do you mean, ‘nothing much’!? You snuck into the crime scene, didn’t you? Didn’t you 
find anything new or interesting?” 


“As if. Haneda found me and kicked me out of the scene right away.” 
“Tsk, useless.” 


“Grrr... This is why | hate heartless lawyers like you! Judging people solely based on whether 
they’re useful or not!” 


At that moment, the good-for-nothing on the other sofa sat up. 

“So noisy... Can’t even take a decent nap in this office.” 

“...What do you think law offices exist for, anyway, Kageno?” 

“To provide a place with air conditioning and tea for napping, of course.” 
He said it without hesitation. | couldn’t even muster a retort... 


“Oh yeah, here.” 


Kageno tossed a bundle of photocopied documents at me. 

“What's this?” 

“What do you mean ‘what’s this?’ It’s the police incident report you asked for.” 
“Ah, right...” 


Ignoring the cold stares from Kageno and Satsuki, | wrestled with the report until dinner was 
ready. 


It was an authentic police incident report, no doubt about it. 


The fact that something like this can be obtained so easily for just a few hundred dollars... 
There’s something seriously wrong with the world — though, | suppose it’s hypocritical of me to 
say that, considering | was the one who ordered it in the first place. 


That being said, the report wasn’t complete. It didn’t include the name of the person who 
compiled the document, nor did it describe the condition of the crime scene or the evidence 
collected. As | had requested from Kageno, it only contained a summary of the incident and 
information about the people present at the scene. | don’t know who Kageno got this from, but 
there are some surprisingly diligent people out there. 


Chapter 2-3: The Foundation for a Reversal 


November 25th, 9:55 AM, District rtroom No, 2 
It was the first day of the preliminary hearing. 


The courtroom was packed, likely due to the sensational nature of the case — a famous novelist 
had been murdered, and the suspect was his own disciple, a 17-year-old girl. 


“All rise for the Honorable Judge Tatsuro Ishikari.” 


As the court clerk’s command echoed through the room, everyone inside the courtroom stood. 
Soon after, Judge Tatsuro Ishikari entered and took his seat at the bench. 


To the right of the judge’s bench were the defense’s table and three chairs. | sat in the seat 
furthest from the judge, with Yukari Sano, the defendant in this case, seated to my left, and next 


to her, Yukina, who was acting as my legal assistant for this trial. 


Opposite us sat the prosecution team led by Prosecutor Horiuchi. With him was another man, 
likely an assistant prosecutor or maybe a junior prosecutor, who appeared to be in his thirties. 


Incidentally, given the setting, Yukina was dressed in a tight skirt, white blouse, and a jacket — a 
very professional look. 


Casual clothes suited her just fine, but seeing her in this kind of outfit was also a nice change... 
which is probably not the most appropriate thought for a lawyer to be having, given that her fate 
was in my hands. 


“Sit down.” 


As soon as the court clerk finished speaking, Judge Ishikari surveyed the courtroom with his 
sharp eyes and declared: 


“We will now begin the preliminary hearing regarding the murder case of the defendant, Yukari 
Sano. Does the prosecution or the defense have any objections before we proceed?” 


His tone was as blunt as ever. 
“The prosecution has no objections.” 
“The defense has no objections either.” 


Perhaps influenced by the judge’s tone, both Prosecutor Horiuchi and | responded bluntly as 
well. 


The judge then turned to the jury seated beside him and spoke in a calm, measured tone: 


“Ladies and gentlemen of the jury, first of all, | would like to sincerely thank you for being here to 
participate in this preliminary hearing. 

In this hearing, we will determine whether the prosecution has provided sufficient evidence to 
suspect that the defendant committed the crime of murder. This is purely a matter of evaluating 
whether there is enough suspicion to proceed, and not about determining guilt or innocence. 
However, if you believe that the defendant did not commit the crime of murder, you have the 
power to support a dismissal of the case, which would result in a verdict of not guilty. 


This is a matter of great importance, as it involves the life of a young woman. | urge you to 
approach this matter with the seriousness it deserves.” 


In a typical criminal trial, this soeech would have resonated deeply with the jury. However, in this 
case, where it was already widely known that the defendant had confessed to the crime, the 
judge’s words likely came across as nothing more than pointless drivel. 


“Prosecution, please call your first witness.” 


“Yes, Your Honor. The prosecution’s first witness is Detective Haneda, who happened to be 
present at the crime scene.” 


They decided to bring out the main player right from the start. 

It’s a logical approach. They probably plan to have him describe the situation when the body 
was discovered. | intend to expose Haneda later on when he plays his part, but for now, I'll let 
him recount the events to confirm the situation, even though I’ve already gotten most of the 
details from Kageno and Yukari Sano. 

“Mr. Zenko,” Yukina whispered as Detective Haneda approached the witness stand. 


“Hmm? What is it, Yukina?” 


“This is my first time seeing that judge. What kind of judge is he? You seemed to make an 
unhappy face when you saw him...” 


“Ah, it’s just that I’ve gone up against him once before...” 
The memory made me smile bitterly. 


“You don’t seem too pleased... Is he an unfair judge or something?” 


“No, no, that’s definitely not the case. He may be a bit difficult to deal with, but among all the 
judges I’ve encountered, there’s no one as fair and flexible as that old man. 


But...” 

“But...?” 

| lowered my voice and added, revealing the third characteristic of the judge: 
“He’s *too* flexible.” 


By the time | finished saying this, Detective Haneda had already taken the stand and completed 
his oath. 


His attitude was annoyingly confident, as if he was declaring, “I’m the star of this trial.” 
Prosecutor Horiuchi began his questioning. 
“What is your occupation?” 


“I’m a detective with the Uenohara District Police, focusing on serious crimes like murder and 
assault.” 


“You were present at the home of Mitsuhiro Nakajima, the victim in this case, on November 
23rd, the day of the incident, correct?” 


“Yes, | was.” 

“Why were you there?” 

“Mr. Nakajima was my uncle. | was visiting his home the day before the incident.” 
“So, it was just a coincidence that you were at the victim’s house?” 


“That's correct. My uncle, a novelist, had something he wanted to ask me, given my experience 
as a detective, so | visited him on short notice.” 


“| see. Now, please tell us what you witnessed on the day of the incident, starting from the 
beginning.” 


“Yes. That day, | woke up around 6 AM in the guest room on the second floor. After waking up 
early, | didn’t have much to do, so | thought I'd go have a chat with my uncle. I’d heard that he 
usually worked until around 7 AM and woke up around noon, so—” 


“Objection!” 
| slammed my hand on the table, interrupting the testimony. 


“The testimony just given contains a lot of subjective opinions and hearsay, rather than clear 
facts, and is therefore not suitable as testimony. 


Since this witness is not an ordinary person but a professional detective, | would expect him to 
provide more careful testimony.” 


The courtroom fell silent as the judge’s voice echoed: 


“Objection sustained. Testimony must be limited to factual statements. The witness is advised to 
be careful.” 


It was a blatant provocation. The look on Detective Haneda’s face when the judge ruled in my 
favor was priceless. 


“So, you woke up early and headed to your uncle’s room. What happened next?” 


Prosecutor Horiuchi asked with a hint of irritation, prompting Detective Haneda to continue his 
testimony. 


“Yes, when | reached my uncle’s room, | heard some kind of noise coming from inside.” 
“What kind of noise?” 

“It sounded like someone was fiddling with something.” 

“Objection!” 

| slammed my hand on the table again. 

“The testimony just given is highly inappropriate. The witness testified that he heard the noise 
through the door. Since he didn’t actually see what was happening, there’s no way he could 
know if someone was ‘fiddling’ with something.” 

“Objection sustained.” 

The judge, without changing his expression, said: 


“The testimony just given will be stricken from the record. Jurors, you are instructed to disregard 
it entirely. Proceed.” 


Even so, Haneda and Horiuchi maintained their calm demeanor. Quite impressive patience. 
“Detective Haneda, in any case, you heard some kind of noise. What did you do next?” 

“| knocked on the door.” 

“Was there any response?” 

“No, there wasn’t.” 

“And after that?” 


“| felt a cold draft coming from the gap in the door. | thought my uncle might have left the 
window open while he was sleeping, so | opened the door and went inside.” 


“When you entered the room, what was the first thing you saw?” 


“Her.” 


Detective Haneda pointed at the defendant, Yukari Sano. She flinched visibly when the sudden 
accusation was brought up. 


“| see. What was she doing?” 

“She was standing there, staring at something.” 
“And what was that something?” 

“My uncle’s body, the victim’s corpse.” 

The courtroom fell silent, as if a pin had dropped. 


At this point, Prosecutor Horiuchi pulled out a large panel and had the man who always sat 
beside him — presumably his assistant — hold it up. The panel had some kind of diagram on it. 


"Detective Haneda, do you recognize this diagram?" 
"Yes, that’s a floor plan of my uncle’s study." 
"Then, please use this to describe the details of the room’s condition." 


"Understood. First, the window on the south side of the room was left open. Cold air was flowing 
in from there." 


"This room faces south, and the top of this diagram also represents the south. So, the window in 
question is..." 


Horiuchi pointed to the top of the diagram. 

"Around here, correct?" 

"Yes, that’s right." 

"Didn’t it strike you as odd that the window was open?" 


"Of course, it did. But in that area, heating is essential during this season. If you keep the heater 
on all night, the air can get stuffy. My guess is that my uncle was probably airing out the room." 


... he window was open? 


This was news to me, and it gave me a sense of unease. Detective Haneda’s explanation 
sounded logical enough, but... 


| could have objected on the grounds that it was mere speculation, but | decided to wait and see 
for now. 


"So, Detective Haneda, where exactly was the victim when he was found?" 

"In the southeast corner of the room, there’s a desk and a chair that he used for work. My uncle 
was found collapsed between the chair and desk, with an arrow lodged in the back of his head, 
slightly to the right." 

"What kind of arrow was it? Was it an archery arrow?" 

"No, it was shorter and thicker than that, a crossbow bolt." 

"Where was the defendant in the room at that time?" 

"She was standing in the northeast corner of the room. That’s the lower left area on this 
diagram. There’s a shelf there displaying various weapons from different times and places. She 
was standing right in front of it." 


"You mentioned various weapons. Could you be more specific?" 


"My uncle had a hobby of collecting weapons and armor from all over the world, from different 
eras. There were swords, shields, spears, bows, and even old firearms." 


"Was a crossbow included in that collection?" 


"Yes, it was." 
"| see. What did you do next?" 


"First, | asked her — the defendant — what had happened. She said she didn’t know, that when 
she entered the room, she found my uncle already dead. 


| decided that securing the scene and reporting to the police should be my top priority, so | took 
her out of the room, gathered everyone who was in the house at the time into the living room, 
and then reported the incident to the police. This was around 6:30 AM." 


After hearing this, Prosecutor Horiuchi nodded with satisfaction and turned to face the judge. 


"Your Honor, I'd like to temporarily conclude the questioning of Detective Haneda and recall him 
to the stand later." 


The judge gave Horiuchi a sharp look and nodded slightly. 

"Very well. 

Defense attorney Yamashika, since the prosecution has requested a temporary halt to their 
questioning, you may choose to postpone your cross-examination, but do you have any 
questions for the witness at this time?" 

Now it was my turn to receive the judge's piercing gaze. 

"Just one question." 


When | said this and stood up, Detective Haneda straightened his posture and glared at me. 


It seemed he was quite wary of me. Well, considering how much | had interrupted earlier, it 
wasn't surprising. 


"Detective Haneda, when you reported the incident to the police, did you mention your 
profession — that you were a homicide detective?" 


"Yes, | did." 
"Why?" 


"| thought that by letting them know there was already an officer on the scene, it would help the 
investigation proceed more smoothly." 


"| see. So, are you saying that investigations don’t proceed smoothly unless there’s an officer on 
the scene?" 


A slight murmur rippled through the courtroom. 
"Are you suggesting that most investigations in the world don’t proceed smoothly?" 
For the first time, a flicker of unease crossed Detective Haneda’s face. 


"N-No, that’s not what | meant. We detectives are specialists in these matters. We can explain 
the situation at the scene more accurately than the average person, and, well—" 


"That's enough. | have no further questions." 


| cut off Detective Haneda’s testimony with a wave of my hand, forcibly ending the 
cross-examination. Ignoring the bewildered look on his face, | sat back down. 


"Very well. Prosecution, call your next witness." 

The judge, his expression unchanged, instructed. 

"T-The next witness is Detective Yoshio Morioka, who was in charge of this case." 
Recovering himself, the shorty prosecutor announced. 

Soon after, a man in his late thirties, dressed in a neatly tailored suit, took the witness stand. It 
seemed he didn’t have much experience giving testimony, as even | could sense his 
nervousness despite his attempt to appear confident. 

"You work as a homicide detective, correct?" 

"Yes." 

Detective Morioka answered, his voice unnecessarily loud. 

"You were in charge of this murder case, correct?" 

"Yes." 


"Good. Now, please testify about what you did on November 23rd, starting from the beginning." 


"Y-Yes. 


Uh, it was around 6:30 AM on the day of the incident when we received the report of a murder. | 
rushed to the scene with several other officers, arriving around 7 AM. 


After arriving at the scene and hearing from Detective Haneda, we immediately began our 
investigation." 


"What kind of investigation did you conduct first?" 

"We conducted a preliminary examination of the scene and interviewed those involved. 

Since there were no signs of a struggle in the room where the murder occurred, we concluded 
that robbery was unlikely. We decided to start by questioning the people who were in the house 
at the time of the incident." 


"How many people were involved?" 


"Right. There were five people: Detective Haneda, who just testified, the defendant, the 
housekeeper, the other novelist disciple of the victim, and the editor in charge." 


"You testified that you interviewed all five people, correct?" 
"Yes." 
"And what did you find out?" 


"Yes. Uh, first of all, none of the five people had an alibi. The victim’s body was discovered 
shortly after 6 AM, and based on the condition of the body, we estimated the time of death to be 
within a few hours before that. However, given the time, all five individuals were either sleeping 
in separate locations or otherwise unable to account for their whereabouts, so no one could 
provide a solid alibi." 


"What did you do next?" 


"Although we interviewed all five people, we didn’t obtain any information that could identify the 
perpetrator. So, while we asked the five to remain on standby, we decided to wait for the results 
of the forensic analysis and the autopsy. | returned to the station, but later, when | went back to 
the scene, | found that Detective Haneda had already solved the case." 


A slight stir ran through the courtroom. 
Glancing at the gallery, | noticed Detective Haneda receiving looks from those around him, 


responding with a smug smirk as he leaned back in his chair. The panic he showed during my 
cross-examination earlier was nowhere to be seen. 


"That’s all. The defense may cross-examine." 
Horiuchi said to me. 


It was an utterly mundane, completely unremarkable testimony. There wasn’t even a gap where 
| could lodge an objection. 


| stood up and said, 

"No cross-examination." 

"Very well. Call the next witness." 

"The next witness is Dr. Takumi Koga, the forensic pathologist." 

This was a forensic scientist | hadn’t seen before. 

Though he wore glasses, he didn’t quite fit the image of a scholar. He was slightly taller than 
average, with a somewhat solid build that suggested he engaged in some kind of sports, but his 
face didn’t give off much of an intellectual vibe. | guessed he was in his early thirties. 

Since this case was under the jurisdiction of a different police department than the previous one, 
the usual forensic pathologist with pale skin and a portly figure, who was often called as a 
prosecution witness, was apparently not involved this time. 

"Dr. Koga, you performed the autopsy on the victim, correct?" 

"Yes, | did." 


"What was the cause of death?" 


"The crossbow bolt — also known as a quarrel — was lodged slightly behind the right side of 
the victim’s head, and this was the direct cause of death." 


"Do you have the quarrel with you now?" 
"Yes, | brought it." 


Dr. Koga took a crossbow bolt sealed in a plastic bag out of his bag and handed it to the junior 
prosecutor. 


"Your Honor, | would like to submit this as Prosecution Exhibit A." 


"Very well. Does the defense have any objections?" 


Curious, | spoke up. 
"No objections, but may | take a closer look at it?" 
"That’s a reasonable request. Prosecutor Horiuchi?" 


At the judge’s prompting, Horiuchi handed me the bolt, though with a slightly reluctant 
expression. 


As expected, it was an ordinary crossbow bolt, except for the red bloodstains on the tip. 


ey gi 


Something caught my attention. The fletching on the back of the bolt (the feathers) was 
completely bent. 


Could this be a mishandling by the prosecution? 

"Is there anything wrong, Counsel?" 

The judge asked, so | replied, 

"No, nothing in particular. Please accept it as evidence." 


| had no choice but to say that. Well, it didn’t really matter what condition the bolt was in; it 
wouldn't affect what | intended to do. 


After | handed Prosecution Exhibit A to the bailiff, Prosecutor Horiuchi turned back to the 
witness stand. 


"Now, please explain the condition of the victim in detail." 


Dr. Koga, perhaps trying to compensate for his lack of scholarly authority in his appearance, 
cleared his throat in an exaggerated manner before proceeding. 


"First, regarding this quarrel, it pierced the skull and inflicted damage deep into the brain. 
It’s likely that the victim was still alive for a while after the quarrel was lodged, but he lost 
consciousness and was unable to move, eventually leading to a complete shutdown of brain 


activity and death. 


Additionally, there was a bruise on the left side of the victim’s forehead, around this area." 


Dr. Koga pointed to an area slightly in front of his left temple. 
"What kind of injury was it?" 


"Judging by the bruise, it seems the victim was struck on the head with a large object. Also, this 
injury is not something that occurred post-mortem." 


"How can you be certain of that?" 


"There was subcutaneous bleeding caused by the bruise. The force of the blow damaged the 
victim’s blood vessels, causing the skin around the bruise to turn reddish. 


If the bruise had occurred after death, there wouldn’t be subcutaneous bleeding because the 
blood flow would have stopped." 


"As an expert, what do you believe was the sequence of events that led to the victim’s death, 
based on these findings?" 


"The following scenario seems most likely. First, the victim, who was working at his desk, was 
shot in the right side of his head with a crossbow bolt. 


This caused him to lose motor functions and collapse onto the floor. It’s probable that during the 
fall, he hit his head on the floor, resulting in the bruise. Although he remained alive for a short 
while, he eventually died. The fact that the bruise on his head was sustained while he was still 
alive supports this sequence of events." 

"Next, can you estimate the time of death?" 

"| estimate it to be around 5:30 AM." 


"What evidence is this based on?" 


"When a person dies, their body gradually stiffens. This is known as rigor mortis, and by 
assessing its progression, we can estimate how long it has been since death." 


"Thank you for your testimony. Defense, your cross-examination." 
"No cross-examination." 
When | said this, the shorty prosecutor looked smug, as if to say, 'l Knew it.’ 


"Prosecutor Horiuchi. The defense has declared the end of their cross-examination. If you have 
no further questions, call your next witness." 


Prompted by the judge, Horiuchi hastily straightened up. 


"T-The prosecution has no further witnesses for today. We plan to continue cross-examining 
Detective Haneda tomorrow." 


"Very well. Counsel, do you have any requests at this time?" 

"No, nothing in particular." 

"Then this concludes today’s proceedings. 

Before we adjourn, | remind the jurors once again: 

You must not discuss this case with anyone, nor listen to discussions about it by others. 


Furthermore, at this stage, you must not think about whether the defendant is guilty or innocent, 
and you must not express any opinions on the matter. 


Until the trial resumes tomorrow, avoid any media coverage related to this case, and if you 
experience any harassment or pressure, whether tangible or intangible, report it to this court 
immediately. Is that clear?" 

The judge cast a stern glance at the jury. 

All five jurors nodded, seemingly intimidated. 

"Very well. We will reconvene here tomorrow at 10 AM. Court is adjourned." 


With a single strike of the gavel, the judge solemnly declared the end of the session. 


November 25th, 11:40 AM, Defense Counsel Room 


The moment we were alone, Satsuki’s face twisted into a scowl of dissatisfaction. 


"What was up with today’s trial? You barely said anything except for a few interruptions. Do you 
know how boring this was? | skipped school just to be here! Shake things up a bit, come on!" 


".,.What do you think a trial is?" 
"It’s entertainment, isn’t it? Or at least a stress relief for you!" 


| was too exhausted to argue. 


"Mr. Zenko, isn’t it going to be difficult to get an acquittal when the client has already 
confessed?" 


Yukina asked, looking concerned. 


Well, it was certainly not going to be easy. But the groundwork has been laid, step by step. All 
that was left is to light the fuse tomorrow. 


| shrugged and answered Yukina’s question. 


"Well, we'll see what happens in court tomorrow." 


Chapter 2-4: Springboard 

November 26th, 9:57 AM, District rtroom No. 2 

Day two of the trial. 

Just like yesterday, the gallery was packed today. | had expected fewer spectators, thinking they 
might find this trial boring since | didn’t make any significant arguments yesterday and the 
defendant had already confessed. But it seemed that people were particularly interested in 


hearing the testimony of Detective Haneda, the man who cracked the case. 


Well, they weren't wrong to place their hopes on his testimony. | just had to make sure | didn’t 
disappoint those expectations. 


“Hey, got a second?” 

Before the trial started, | remembered something from yesterday and called out to Sano. 
“Yes? What is it?” 

“Yesterday, the prosecution submitted the crossbow bolt as evidence, right? | noticed the 
fletching on the bolt was bent. Is that something that normally happens when a bolt is fired from 
a crossbow?” 

“No, | don’t think so. The fletching is there to stabilize the bolt in flight and improve accuracy.” 
“| see. If the fletching bent just from being fired, that would defeat the purpose, wouldn't it?” 
“,..Does that have any significance?” 

At that moment, the bailiff called out. 

“All rise! Judge Ishikari is entering the courtroom.” 

As | stood up, | whispered to Sano: 

“Nah, don’t worry about it. It’s nothing major. Besides, this will all be over today anyway.” 
“O-Okay...” 


“Let’s begin today’s proceedings,” the judge declared solemnly, right at 10:00 AM with 
impeccable precision. 


It was probably just a mishandling by the prosecution. ‘I'll point it out later and give them a hard 
time’ — thinking that, | decided to focus on the trial at hand. 


“Prosecution, please call your first witness for today.” 
“Understood. We would like to call Detective Haneda to the stand.” 


Detective Haneda stepped up to the witness stand, practically radiating an air of arrogance and 
self-importance. 


The atmosphere in the courtroom immediately became tense, with everyone bracing 
themselves so as not to miss a single word. It was clear that this detective was the one the 
audience had been waiting for. 


“This witness has already been sworn in. You may begin your questioning immediately.” 


“Thank you, Your Honor. Detective Haneda, as mentioned in Detective Morioka’s testimony 
yesterday, you were the key figure in solving this case, correct?” 


Hold on a minute, | almost wanted to interrupt. ‘Objection, Prosecutor Horiuchi is just buttering 
up Detective Haneda for no reason. This guy’s already full of himself, so there’s no need to 


waste time on flattery.’ 


“No, | was just doing my duty as an officer on the scene, nothing more,” Detective Haneda 
replied smoothly. 


“| see. Then let me ask, what did you do after the incident was discovered and the police arrived 
on the scene?” 


“After some time, Detective Morioka conducted an interview with me. During that time, | asked if 
| could take a look at the crime scene, assuring him that | wouldn't interfere with the 
investigation.” 


“Why did you want to see the crime scene?” 


“For a simple reason. As a police officer present at the scene, | wanted to do everything | could 
to help solve the case.” 


“You were considered one of the suspects, weren’t you?” 
“Ves,” 


“And despite that, Detective Morioka gave you permission?” 


“Yes, on the condition that | wouldn't touch anything at the scene and that another officer would 
accompany me.” 


At this point, Prosecutor Horiuchi nudged the shoulder of his assistant sitting beside him. The 
assistant then raised a panel displaying the diagram of the crime scene that had been used 


yesterday. 

“So, you re-entered the scene. What did you find there?” 

“First, | investigated where the bolt had been fired from.” 

“Did you figure it out?” 

“Yes. As | mentioned yesterday, in the northeast part of the room — on that diagram, the 
lower-left section — there’s a shelf about one meter high, divided into three vertical sections, 
displaying various weapons. | hypothesized that the bolt was fired from there.” 


“Please explain how you arrived at that hypothesis.” 


“Yes. The shelf was covered with a cloth, like a curtain. | noticed a small hole in the cloth. 
Curious, | lifted the cloth and found a crossbow positioned directly behind the hole. 


That’s when | came up with a theory. The perpetrator set up the crossbow to aim at the head of 
my uncle — who was sitting in that chair — and fired the bolt using some kind of remote 
mechanism.” 


A murmur of awe rippled through the gallery. 


“I see. And then?” 


“To test this theory, | thought about how the crossbow could have been operated remotely. While 
observing the room, | found something.” 


“What was it?” 
“On the east side of the room — on that diagram, it’s the left side — behind the bookshelf, | 


found some dust. There were marks as if a string had been pulled through the dust, along with 
what looked like a nail hole. The string marks extended from one end of the bookshelf to the 


other. 
From these traces, | deduced that a trick involving a fax machine had been used.” 


The gallery fell silent, everyone leaning forward, eager to hear Detective Haneda’s explanation. 


“Detective Haneda, do you recognize this?” 

Prosecutor Horiuchi picked up a telephone from the table and held it up. 

“Yes, it’s the same model of telephone that was in my uncle’s room. It has a fax function.” 
“Then, please explain the fax trick you deduced, using this telephone.” 


“Understood,” Haneda said, accepting the telephone and casually opening the cover. He pulled 
out a roll of black material and held it up for the courtroom to see. 


“This is a standard ink ribbon roll found in home fax machines. When a fax is received, the ink 
ribbon rotates and presses against the paper, printing the text or image. 


In this case, the perpetrator used the ink ribbon. They wrapped a thin string around this ribbon, 
threaded it through the back of the bookshelf, and attached it to the trigger of the pre-set 
crossbow. Then, when the fax was received, the ink ribbon would rotate, pulling the string and 
firing the crossbow automatically.” 

Audible gasps of admiration echoed throughout the courtroom. 

Seeing Haneda basking in the admiration, | was tempted to make some sarcastic comment, but 
then | reconsidered. Given what was to come, | figured it wouldn’t hurt to let him enjoy his 
moment for a little while longer. 

“And then, what did you do next?” 

“To pull off this trick, two conditions had to be met. First, the perpetrator had to know that my 
uncle would receive a fax on the day of the incident. Second, she had to be the first to arrive at 


the scene, so she could remove the tools used in the trick. 


| remembered hearing a noise outside my uncle’s room that morning. But when | knocked and 
entered, only the defendant was there. 


Recalling this, | realized who the perpetrator was — the person who arrived at my uncle’s room 
before me and had the opportunity to erase the evidence of the trick -” 


Haneda deliberately paused, giving the jury ample time to piece together the answer 
themselves, before continuing: 


“— It could only have been her,” he said, pointing to the person sitting next to me. 


The courtroom fell silent. 


Prosecutor Horiuchi intentionally paused his questioning, allowing the silence to build a weighty 
atmosphere. 


“And then, what did you do?” 
“| gathered everyone in the living room, explained what I’ve just testified, and confronted her.” 
“Did she — did the defendant deny it?” 


"Yes. She claimed that my deductions were just speculation and that there was no direct 
evidence linking her to the crime," Haneda replied. 


"What did you do then?" 


"| had another hypothesis. You see, after discovering my uncle's body, | had immediately taken 
her out of the room and stayed with her until the police arrived. 


If she was the culprit, she wouldn't have had the time to dispose of the evidence, like the string 
used in the trick. So, | thought she might still have those items on her and decided to search 
her." 


"And what did you find?" 


"She didn’t have anything on her, but there was one place where she could have hidden 
something." 


"Where was that?" 


"We were in the living room, and there was a coat rack in the corner of the room. She had one 
brief opportunity to touch that coat rack when she went to retrieve someone else’s coat. 


| checked the pockets of her coat hanging there, and — well, | found it." 
"What did you find?" 
"The string and some nails." 


In situations like this, the reaction of the spectators is almost always the same — a collective 
gasp, an "ahh" of realization. 


And the defendant’s behavior in such moments is also predictable. Sano, who was sitting next 
to me, shrank in her seat, avoiding the gaze of everyone in the courtroom. 


Yukina, sitting beside her, subtly adjusted her chair to shield Sano from the prying eyes of the 
spectators. 


Unaware of this small act of kindness, Prosecutor Horiuchi continued his relentless questioning. 
"What did the defendant say when she saw those items from her coat?" 


"She claimed they were items she had bought to redecorate the room and that they had nothing 
to do with the incident." 


"And how did you respond?" 

"| told her that the dust on the string could be analyzed to see if it matched the dust found 
behind the bookshelf. This is a scientifically recognized method, similar to fingerprint analysis, to 
determine if two items came from the same location." 

"What did she do when she heard that?" 

"She broke down crying and confessed to the crime." 


"| see... | see..." Horiuchi nodded solemnly, almost theatrically. 


"Detective Haneda, is this the string and the nails you found in her coat pocket?" Horiuchi held 
up two small plastic bags — one containing a tangled string and the other several short nails. 


"Yes, that's correct." 

"What were the results of the analysis on the dust found on that string?" 
"It was confirmed to be the same as the dust found behind the bookshelf." 
Horiuchi smiled with satisfaction and nodded. 


"Your Honor, the prosecution would like to submit this string as Exhibit B and the nails as Exhibit 
GC 


"If the defense has no objections, they will be accepted into evidence." 
"Objection." 
"Very well, the items will be admitted into — wait, what?" 


It took a moment for the judge to register my casual interjection. 


"W-What did you say?!" Horiuchi exclaimed, almost shouting, as the entire courtroom turned 
their attention to me. 


"Does the defense have an objection to these items being admitted as evidence?" the judge 
asked, the only one who remained calm. 


"Yes, Your Honor. The defense wishes to object to these items being admitted as evidence." 
"Very well. Please state your reasons." 


| shrugged and replied, "Unfortunately, | can’t give you a reason at this time. However, | do 
object to their admission as evidence." 


"T-That’s preposterous!" Horiuchi sputtered, indignant. And for once, | couldn't blame him. 
"Counsel, this court will not recognize an objection without a valid reason." 


"Of course, Your Honor, | understand. The defense intends to reveal the grounds for this 
objection during the course of the proceedings." 


"So, you cannot give a reason at this moment?" 


"Correct. Rest assured, the defense will make it clear in the course of this trial. For now, we 
have no objection to these items being temporarily admitted as evidence." 


"...Very well. Until the defense provides a valid reason for the objection, the court will accept 
Exhibits B and C as evidence. Prosecutor Horiuchi, you may continue." 


Horiuchi still seemed dissatisfied, but he composed himself and pressed on. 


"Now, Detective Haneda, can you tell us why the defendant murdered the victim? What was her 
motive?" 


"When | pressured her to confess, she admitted through tears that the victim, who was a 
novelist, had been plagiarizing ideas from her and his other pupil's works." 


The revelation that a famous author had been plagiarizing was already known to the public. 
However, hearing it again in these circumstances caused the spectators to erupt in murmurs. 


The judge picked up his gavel and struck it three times with precise timing. Then, he glared 
around the courtroom. 


"Order in the court." 


Anyone who made eye contact with the judge immediately fell silent. Who could blame them? 
The man was terrifying. 


However, two unfortunate individuals who had missed the judge’s warning continued to chat 
despite the sudden quiet. They were likely reporters. 


The judge, still expressionless, turned his sharp gaze to the pair. 

"You two, in the back row. Yes, you. You have ignored the court’s order to maintain silence and 
disrupted the proceedings. By the authority of this court, | order your removal. Bailiff, escort 
them out." 

The two protested loudly, exclaiming, "Hey!" all the way out the door, complaining how the right 
to attend court is a citizen’s right and that they would sue the judge. But the judge, unfazed, 
watched them go without so much as a raised eyebrow, then turned back to Horiuchi as if 
nothing had happened. 


"Continue." 


"Y-Yes, Your Honor. That concludes the prosecution’s examination. The defense may proceed 
with cross-examination." 


Thanks to the judge, the rhythm of the trial had been disrupted, but the time had finally come. 
The moment to knock that overly confident detective off his high horse and settle an old score, 
the date he had ruined the other day. 

But — suddenly, | had a thought. 


Given how this judge operates, would he order the entire gallery to leave when | turn this trial 
upside down? 


Hoping that wouldn’t happen, | slowly stood up and began the cross-examination in a casual 
tone. 


"Well then, Detective Haneda, may | ask you some questions?" 
"...What is it?" 


The confident expression Haneda had worn just moments ago vanished, replaced by a look of 
wariness. It seemed he had learned something from our exchange yesterday. 


| decided to start with a light jab. 


"Detective Haneda, you mentioned that you were the officer who just happened to be at the 
scene, correct?" 


"Yes, that’s correct." 
"Then why didn’t you prevent the crime from happening?" 


"...1..." Haneda’s face stiffened, flushing with anger as if he felt insulted. | had to stifle my 
laughter. Falling for such an elementary provocation like that, seriously? 


"If | had known a crime was going to occur, | would have stopped it. But in a situation like that, 
no one could have predicted a murder." 


Most of the jury likely shared that sentiment, so | decided not to push further. Instead, | prepared 
to throw a straight punch. 


"By the way, after watching your attitude from earlier, | can't help but notice that despite failing to 


prevent a murder — a very serious crime — you don't seem troubled at all. In fact, you even 
appear somewhat proud. Am | imagining things?" 


"Objection!" Horiuchi shot to his feet. 


Before the shorty prosecutor could say anything, | shrugged and said, "Ah, my apologies. | 
withdraw my previous question. Please, everyone, just forget about it." 


There was a bitter chuckle from the gallery. 


The judge frowned, looking like he wanted to say something, but | ignored him and continued 
my questioning. 


"Now then, Detective Haneda. The victim was your uncle, correct?" 

"That's right." 

"Given that your uncle was murdered, it’s only natural that you’d want to avenge him, isn’t it?" 
"Well y... — uh, n-no... that’s not the case." 


Haneda started to nod but quickly shook his head in denial. | immediately fired off the next 
question before he could respond. 


"Let's shift gears a little. I’d like to explain a certain rule using the example of a trial. 


Let’s say a judge is presiding over a criminal case. 


Now, if the defendant in that trial happens to be a relative of the judge, that judge would be 
removed from the case, and a new judge would be appointed. Do you know why that is?" 


.." Haneda didn’t respond. 


"Objection! This question is unclear in its intent and doesn’t seem to have any relevance to this 
case!" Horiuchi's objection dripped with annoyance. 


| replied calmly, "If you'll allow me to continue just a bit longer, it will soon become clear." 
"Very well. The objection is overruled, for now," the judge ruled. 


"Detective Haneda, please answer. Why is a judge removed if they have a close relationship 
with the defendant?" 


Haneda reluctantly opened his mouth. 
"_..Because they might be biased, | suppose." 


"Exactly. Even if the judge promises not to be influenced by personal feelings, if the defendant is 
a close relative, there’s a risk that, deep down, those feelings will come into play. 


And if personal feelings influence the trial, it compromises the fairness that’s supposed to be 
upheld. To prevent such a possibility, the law has established the system | just described. 


Now," | said, pointing my index finger. 
"ve heard that this can happen in the police force as well. 


For example, if someone is murdered and that person is a relative of a detective, that detective 
is usually removed from the case. Detective Haneda, you’re aware of this custom, aren’t you?" 


"...Yes, | am." 

"So, you were aware of this practice?" 
"That's what | said." 

"And yet, you still investigated this case?" 


"No, | only wanted to assist in solving the case as just another detective..." 


"At any point, did you allow your personal feelings to affect the investigation?" 
"No." 

"Did you ever think about avenging your uncle?" 

"No, as | just said." 

"Really?" 

"Objection! That question has been answered!" 

"Sustained. Counsel, please rephrase your question." 


"Understood. Detective Haneda, are you saying that you didn't conduct the investigation with 
any personal feelings involved?" 


"Objection! That’s the same question!" 

Horiuchi protested, but this time the judge ruled differently. 

"Objection overruled. This question differs from the previous one. The witness will answer." 
"That's impossible, | assure you," Haneda immediately responded. 

"Oh, | see, | see..." | said, nodding exaggeratedly several times. 


"So, you're saying that even though your uncle was murdered, you didn’t feel any emotional 
response at all? Did you hate your uncle that much?" 


Haneda’s face changed color. 

"N-No, that’s not what | meant—" 

"You didn’t hate him? Then you loved him, didn’t you?" 
"Well, yes, he was my only uncle." 


"| see. SO, someone you loved was murdered. Doesn't that mean you must have had some 
personal feelings about this case?" 


"N-No, I..." 


"Or are you saying that even though someone you loved was murdered, you didn’t feel 
anything?" 


"L-Look, there's nothing wrong with a detective feeling emotional about a murder. If a child were 
murdered, any detective would feel anger towards the perpetrator. As a result, they’d become 


even more determined in their investigation." 


"So, when your uncle was murdered, you felt that way, and you became more determined in 
your investigation?" 


"Yes." 
| smirked. 


"So, you’re saying that when your uncle was murdered, it didn’t affect you any more than if a 
stranger had been killed?" 


"W-Wait a minute, how does that follow?!" 

"Whether it follows or not, that’s what you just testified." 

"Objection!" Horiuchi stood up, perhaps out of concern. 

"Your Honor! This entire line of cross-examination is unclear in its intent and lacks relevance to 
the case at hand! The defense is dragging this out with questions that serve no purpose other 
than to confuse the witness, and | strongly object to this line of questioning!" 

The judge turned his sharp gaze towards me. 


"Counsel. Can you explain the purpose behind this line of questioning?" 


"Of course, Your Honor. The defense is trying to prove that Detective Haneda was driven by 
personal feelings in his investigation." 


"| understand. Objection overruled. The witness will answer the question." 

| could hear Haneda clenching his teeth. 

"Fine, | admit it! Yes, | was angry that my uncle was murdered, and yes, | wanted to catch the 
culprit with my own hands! Anyone would feel the same if their relative was killed! Counsel, 


even you would want to catch the killer yourself if your relative was murdered!" 


| wagged my finger and clicked my tongue. 


"You're here as a witness. My job is to ask the questions, and your job is to answer them. No 
need for unnecessary comments. Haven’t you been instructed on this by Prosecutor Horiuchi?" 


Under normal circumstances, this would have elicited some bitter laughter from the gallery, but 
not this time. 


After all, in this case, the suspect had already confessed, and Detective Haneda was the one 
who caught the culprit. Right now, | must look like a sadistic lawyer who delights in picking apart 
other people's hard work. 


How naive. The real fun was just about to begin. 


"Now then, Detective Haneda. We've established that your investigation was driven by the 
desire to avenge your uncle. 


Let’s move on to when you finally cornered the perpetrator. 

You first explained how the defendant managed to kill the victim, detailing the trick, correct?" 
"Yes, that’s right." 

| smirked. 

"Hold on a second — did you actually witness the victim being killed?" 

"N-No." 


"All you did was demonstrate that a crossbow could be fired remotely using a fax machine, 
correct?" 


"W-Well, yes." 


"So, what you did wasn’t a ‘demonstration’ but just a ‘hypothesis,’ wasn’t it? You’re a 
professional detective, so could you please be more precise in your testimony?" 


Haneda’s face flushed with anger. 
"Objection! This is deliberately trying to undermine the witness's testimony by nitpicking his 
words! This kind of malicious cross-examination should not be allowed!" Horiuchi yelled in 


protest, but... 


"Objection overruled. Considering the unique circumstances of this case, the defense is entitled 
to ask a wide range of questions." 


The judge’s ruling caused Horiuchi to slump back into his chair, visibly defeated. 

While most of the audience members probably still sided with Detective Haneda, seeing him 
cornered like this would likely make some of them start to take an interest in the defense’s 
arguments. 


| resumed my questioning. 


"You demonstrated one method of firing the crossbow. Then, you stated that the defendant was 
the only possible culprit. So far, so good?" 


Detective Haneda looked visibly displeased but didn’t deny it. 

"And after that, you found the tools necessary for that crossbow trick, didn’t you?" 

As | said this, Detective Haneda suddenly regained his composure. 

"Yes, that’s right. When | searched her coat, | found undeniable proof — those very items." 
| sharply pointed my index finger at him. 

"That's it! That’s exactly what the defense wants to delve into. 

Detective Haneda, you searched her coat, didn’t you?" 

"...Could you please refrain from using the word ‘searched’?" 


"You're not the one asking the questions here. If you didn’t search, say ‘no.’ If you did, say ‘yes.’ 
It’s that simple." 


"Objection! This is a malicious question designed to undermine the witness’s testimony!" 
Horiuchi protested yet again. 


"This court wishes to avoid nitpicking the phrasing of every statement. Therefore, objection 
overruled. However, Counsel, please exercise some restraint." 


The judge’s ruling was curt. 


"Detective Haneda, since it seems you're struggling to answer, I'll rephrase the question. You 
examined the contents of the coat, correct?" 


"Y-Yes, | did." 


"At that time, did the defendant do anything? Didn’t she try to stop you?" 

"Yes, she did." 

"So, you forcibly took the coat from her, ignoring her attempts to stop you?" 

"N-No, wait a minute. Yes, she tried to stop me, but—" 

"By the way, that coat was, of course, her personal property, wasn’t it?" 

Horiuchi’s face had turned pale. He must have realized where | was going with this. 
"W-Well, yes, it was." 

"So, when you searched her personal property, did you have a warrant from the court?" 
"N-No. That’s not something | could've obtained." 

"Then did you get her consent to search her personal property?" 

Haneda didn’t answer this time, but | pressed on. 

"So, you searched her personal property without her consent, didn’t you?" 

"N-No, as a police officer, | was only trying to find the culprit—" 

"You searched her personal property without her consent, right?" 

"No, I—" 


"Did you, or did you not, search her belongings without consent? A simple 'yes' or 'no' will 
suffice." 


He still wasn’t answering. But this time, | wasn’t about to let him off the hook. 


| turned to the judge, who seemed to immediately grasp my intention and urged Haneda to 
respond. 


"The witness will answer the question." 


Detective Haneda, like a cornered animal, glanced desperately toward Prosecutor Horiuchi for 
help. 


But Horiuchi, still pale, could only sit there, clearly dreading what was about to unfold. 

With a look of resignation, Haneda finally spoke. 

"Y-Yes, | may have searched her coat without her consent..." 

"Thank you. That's all | wanted to hear." 

Haneda said nothing more. 

| turned back to the judge. 

"Your Honor, as you’ve heard, the evidence presented earlier by the prosecution — the string 
and nails — was obtained by Detective Haneda illegally, without a search warrant and without 
the defendant’s consent. 

Therefore, the defense moves to exclude Prosecution Exhibits B and C from being admitted as 
evidence, based on the ‘Exclusionary Rule,’ which prohibits the use of evidence obtained 
through illegal means." 

Needless to say, the courtroom erupted in chaos. 

Bang, bang, bang! The judge’s gavel struck three times. 

"Order! Order in the court!" 

But this time, it took a while for the courtroom to quiet down. 

"...Bailiff, those four people in the left corner... yes, them. Escort them out immediately. And 
those two sitting in front of them — yes, you two as well. I’m not interested in hearing any 
excuses. If you don’t comply immediately, I'll have you charged with contempt of court." 

The courtroom fell silent as if a can of insecticide had been sprayed into a hive. 

The judge glared around the now-quiet room before speaking in his usual detached tone. 


"Prosecution, do you have a rebuttal?" 


The shorty prosecutor, sweating profusely, slowly stood up, clearly stalling for time. 


"Uh... well, Detective Haneda was in a situation where he understandably had strong emotions 
because his uncle was killed... given those circumstances, even if his investigation went a bit 
too far, that—" 


"Exactly! That's precisely the point the defense wants to make," | interjected eagerly. 


"As he himself admitted earlier, Detective Haneda couldn’t deny that he was emotionally 
affected by his uncle’s murder. 


In other words, Detective Haneda’s judgment was compromised, leading him to resort to illegal 
investigative methods. It’s clear that his actions were unlawful. 


While it’s understandable to sympathize with Detective Haneda’s situation, that doesn’t give him 
the right to conduct an illegal investigation. That’s precisely why the police and courts take care 
to ensure that individuals with personal ties to a victim aren’t involved in the case. This witness 
was fully aware of that yet still got involved in the investigation and committed illegal acts. That's 
all there is to it." 


Everyone in the courtroom looked stunned. 


The judge sat motionless, staring into space. Finally, after appearing to gather his thoughts, he 
turned his sharp gaze from me to Horiuchi and back again before speaking. 


"The court will express its opinion on this matter. 


Based on the series of questions and answers, it’s clear that this witness collected evidence 
illegally — without consent and without a warrant. 


Therefore, unless the prosecution can provide a compelling counterargument, this court is 
inclined to exclude Prosecution Exhibits B and C from being admitted as evidence." 


Perhaps having a reasonable judge wasn't so bad after all. 


The courtroom buzzed with noise for a third time, but the judge quickly restored order with three 
strikes of his gavel. 


| stood up, ready to put the final nail in the coffin of the prosecution. 
"Your Honor, | have a suggestion. 
If Exhibits B and C are excluded, the only remaining evidence the prosecution has is Exhibit A 


— the arrow found lodged in the victim’s head. However, this piece of evidence does not 
establish any connection to the defendant." 


| walked over to the prosecution’s table, picked up the legal code that had been lying in front of 
the dumbfounded Horiuchi, and leaned against the table as | flipped through the pages. 


"Allow me to quote a couple of articles from our legal code. 
Article 38, Paragraph 3 of the Constitution of Japan states as follows: 


‘No person shall be convicted or punished in a criminal case where the only proof against them 
is their own confession.’ 


Furthermore, let me introduce you to Article 319, Paragraph 2 of the Code of Criminal 
Procedure: 


‘A confession, whether made in open court or otherwise, shall not be considered sufficient 
evidence of guilt if it is the only evidence against the defendant...’ 


With a snap, | shut the book and tossed it aside, continuing as | returned to my spot. 
"Ladies and gentlemen, don't these articles perfectly fit our current situation? 


The defense believes that unless the prosecution presents conclusive evidence linking the 
defendant to the crime immediately, this case should be dismissed. What do you say?" 


It was a shame that photography was prohibited in the courtroom. 


If someone had captured Horiuchi's slack-jawed expression at that moment, it would have made 
the front page of tomorrow’s morning paper. 


"Prosecution, do you have any rebuttal? ...Prosecutor Horiuchi, are you listening?" 
Horiuchi snapped back to reality. 

"Y-Y-Your Honor. The prosecution finds it necessary to reassess its strategy. 
Therefore, may we request an adjournment until tomorrow?" 

"Very well. Today’s session is adjourned." 

...Hold on. Isn’t that a bit too lenient? 


"Your Honor, the defense objects. Adjourning the session at this point is clearly just a delaying 
tactic by the prosecution. We oppose the postponement." 


Horiuchi looked at me with a face that seemed on the verge of tears, as if to say: 'How could 
you? Haven’t we always helped each other out?’ 


...[t was a rather unsettling expression. 
"Objection overruled. 


The court finds that the prosecution should be given time to consider the motion submitted by 
the defense." 


Oh, come on. 
"The trial will reconvene tomorrow at 10 AM in this courtroom." 


Just like yesterday, the judge gave a long-winded list of instructions to the jury, then struck the 
gavel once, officially ending today’s session. 


November 26th, 11:52 AM, Defense Counsel Room 


Knowing exactly what was coming, | decided to get ahead of it. 
"Call me heartless if you want." 


"Heartless! Demon! Enemy of justice! That selfish capitalist mindset of yours where you only 
care about yourself! Today, I’ve finally seen your true colors! There’s no way you'll have a 
decent death, and I'll make sure of it!" 


Satsuki pointed at me, hurling every insult she could muster. 
Kageno sat slumped in a chair, looking at me with a pitiful expression in his eyes. 


"| was wondering how you were going to get someone who admitted to the crime off the hook, 
but | never imagined you’d use a tactic like that... Looks like you’re finally going to get your 
license revoked. Next time | visit your office, I'll bring a job hunting magazine as a souvenir." 


"No need to worry about that. Pointing out illegal police investigations is a perfectly legitimate 
defense strategy. They can’t revoke my license over something like this. Though, I’m sure I'll 
catch an earful or two." 


"So, you’re saying you’d defend a murderer and get them acquitted as long as it doesn’t affect 
you. Maybe society would be better off if someone stuffed you in a concrete barrel and dumped 
you in the ocean." 


"Yeah, seriously. And even if the cops found out, they’d probably thank him instead of arresting 
him." 


| couldn’t help but imagine Detective Haneda and Prosecutor Horiuchi tearfully thanking Satsuki 
and Kageno. ...Not funny. | made a mental note to stay on their good side. 


"But, are you really okay with this? Even if you manage to get Sano acquitted, what will people 
say..." 


Yukina, ever the worrywart, asked, looking at me with a troubled expression. 


"Yeah, and the victim’s family won’t stay quiet either, right? They’re definitely going to file a civil 
lawsuit." 


Satsuki chimed in, echoing Yukina’s concerns. | grinned. 
"Are you guys misunderstanding something? The trial isn’t over yet, you know? 


And besides, |’m not planning on letting a murderer go scot-free. Tomorrow, I'll make a proposal 
to that shorty prosecutor. 


Technically, my client should be released without any conditions, but she’s willing to accept 
some punishment. So, | might just overlook the illegal investigation. In return, given that my 
client is genuinely remorseful, has no prior convictions, and shows great potential for 
rehabilitation, I'll suggest that they lighten the sentence a bit. 

That way, Sano gets out of prison sooner, my reputation as a lawyer grows even further, 
Detective Haneda gets a good scolding, and the prosecution realizes they can’t beat me. The 
public will be satisfied, and everyone wins. As for getting sued in civil court... well, she did kill 
someone, so nothing you can do about that. But that’s not my problem." 

A heavy silence descended over the waiting room. 

"... You're the worst." 

"... The absolute worst." 

The bumbling detective and the little devil of a middle school girl muttered in unison. 

"Oh, come on. | haven’t done anything wrong." 


Even as | said that, the looks they were giving me didn’t change. 


By the way. 


| wasn't planning on explaining it to them, but if Horiuchi wasn't a total idiot and was a 
competent prosecutor, he could easily dismantle my argument tomorrow. Even if Horiuchi didn’t 
realize it, someone else might point it out to him. No matter how good | am, it’s hard to get an 
acquittal for someone who committed premeditated murder with intent. 


However, | had only one goal for this trial — and it wasn't to win an acquittal. It was to settle a 
score with Detective Haneda. 


"Well, | have no idea what the public will say about me today, so I’d better unplug the office 
phone when | get back. 


Yukina, you should head home too. There’s a chance some weirdos might show up at the 
office." 


"Oh, r-really? Okay, | understand." 

Yukina nodded, her face slightly tense. 

"Oh, by the way. How about having dinner at my place tonight?" 

| silently thanked my lucky stars. 

Dinner, at Yukina’s place, just the two of us, at night. 

Yukina lived alone. A house with just the two of us, young man and woman... 
I grinned inwardly. An unexpected opportunity had fallen into my lap. 
However. 

"Got it. So I'll head to Yukina’s place in the evening." 

"Roger that. I'll be there around six." 


...It felt like someone had just kicked my knees out from under me. | instinctively turned around 
to see if someone was behind me. 


"Zenko, what are you doing?" 
"Uh, nothing." 


No one was there. 


Kageno grinned and whispered in my ear. 


"You've got that ‘Why the hell are you two coming along?’ look on your face. Did you forget? My 
payment includes home-cooked meals from Yukina, remember?" 


Gah. 


Even if | offered to pay him in full, this guy would still crash the dinner! And why the hell is 
Satsuki coming too? | decided to try a subtle protest. 


"Y-Yukina. Isn’t it a bit much to cook for four people?" 


"I’m fine. What’s two more portions? | usually make extra anyway... Mr. Zenko, are you okay? 
You just collapsed into your chair." 


"No, no, he’s just tired." 
Kageno said with a smug grin. | wanted to smack him. 


"Right, today’s trial was pretty intense... | understand. I'll make sure tonight’s dinner is 
something to help you recover!" 


"Y-Yeah, I’m looking forward to it, Yukina." 


That evening, the meal itself was as hearty as | had hoped, but what happened after dinner was 
a complete letdown... 


Chapter 2-5: One Perspective, Two Perspectives 


November 27th, 10:00 AM, District rtroom No. 2 
“We will now resume the trial.” 
It was the third day of the hearing. The weather was clear, and the gallery was packed. 


As before, the judge declared the trial back in session without a second's delay from the 
scheduled start time, and the courtroom was filled with a solemn atmosphere. 


“Prosecutor Horiuchi, you may begin.” 
“Yes, Your Honor.” 
Today’s session began with Prosecutor Horiuchi’s argument. 


However, the prosecutor, who was known for his short stature, spoke with a newfound 
confidence that was a complete turnaround from the previous day. 


“| would like to address the points raised by the defense yesterday. 


Detective Haneda obtained evidence by searching personal belongings without the consent of 
the accused — this is indeed a fact, and | must admit that it was illegal. 


However, we in the prosecution have come across an interesting Supreme Court precedent.” 
So they figured it out after all. 


Horiuchi began to ramble on in difficult legal jargon, almost as if his goal was to confuse the 
common folk. 


“Allow me to introduce this case. 
It’s a precedent from a criminal trial in 1986. According to this ruling, the illegality of evidence 
collection pertains to the legality of the procedure, and it does not necessarily negate the 


admissibility of the evidence itself.” 


Horiuchi declared this with a triumphant expression. However, noticing the bewilderment on the 
faces of several jurors and spectators, he cleared his throat once and continued. 


“Let me put this in simpler terms. In other words, even if the procedure for collecting the 
evidence was illegal, the evidence itself should not be excluded. 


Let’s apply this to the current trial. 


Indeed, Detective Haneda collected evidence through procedures that could hardly be called 
lawful. It’s fair to say that the evidence collection process was illegal. 


However, the string collected from the evidence was found to contain dust identical to that from 
behind the bookshelf at the crime scene. This is conclusive proof that the string was passed 
behind the bookshelf, and even if the collection procedure was illegal, it does not invalidate the 
evidence itself.” 


A ripple of understanding spread through the courtroom like a small wave, and the noise level 
began to rise in various parts of the room. Ignoring this, the diminutive prosecutor boldly added, 


“Therefore, the prosecution formally requests the re-admission of evidence items B and C, 
which were submitted yesterday!” 


A murmur swept through the courtroom, and the judge struck his gavel three times to restore 
order. 


So this is the approach they decided to take. | hadn’t mentioned it to Yukina and the others 
yesterday, but with this development, both getting Sano acquitted and trying to negotiate with 


the prosecution are off the table. 


However, the prosecution had admitted that the investigation itself was illegal. My primary goal 
of getting revenge on Detective Haneda had been achieved. 


And the fact that there was an illegal investigation could at least invoke some sympathy for 
Yukari Sano, which might lead to a reduced sentence. 


The judge, who seemed to have been deep in thought, finally spoke in a heavy tone. 

“The prosecution’s argument does have merit. 

However, given the gravity of the evidence in question, which is related to a serious crime like 
murder, this preliminary hearing is not an adequate venue to determine its admissibility. 
Therefore, the decision on whether to admit this evidence will be made during the formal trial, 
and for now, it will be treated as provisional evidence in this preliminary hearing.” 


A judge who’s too lenient is never a good thing in situations like this. 


The evidence would be admitted in this preliminary hearing — in other words, aside from the 
satisfaction of humiliating Detective Haneda, everything | had done so far had been for nothing. 


“Now, let’s resume the interrupted hearing. 


Prosecution, call your witness.” 

Horiuchi responded with a smug smile. 

“No, Your Honor. The prosecution does not need to present any more evidence or call any more 
witnesses. We believe we have sufficiently demonstrated the possibility that a murder was 
committed and that the defendant is likely responsible.” 

Several jurors nodded in agreement at Horiuchi’s words. Of course, the defendant had 
confessed, so even without this preliminary hearing, the jury likely already believed in the 
defendant’s guilt. 

If we proceed to the jury’s verdict, there’s no doubt we'll lose. 

“Very well. The defense may now proceed with their case. 

Counsel Yamashika, call your witness.” 

Now what? 


| had already achieved my goal of settling the score with Detective Haneda. 


‘There’s nothing for me to prove. My goal here is done, so | don’t care what happens with this 
trial. I'd like to be excused.’ 


| could have said that, but there was one thing that still bothered me. 

Prosecution’s evidence item A — the arrow with the broken fletching, used with the crossbow. 
Why was the fletching broken? 

According to Sano, fletching is essential for an arrow, so it’s unlikely that Sano broke it. This 
means the fletching must have broken after the crime was committed. For example, due to 
mishandling by the prosecution — up until yesterday, that was my assumption. 


But— 


The police and prosecutors weren't idiots. They wouldn’t make such a careless mistake with 
crucial evidence. 


So, if the fletching was broken, and it wasn’t Sano’s doing, nor a result of mishandling, then 
what else could have caused it...? 


In the end, what | said was this: 

“Your Honor. The defense did not anticipate the prosecution’s argument today. Therefore, we 
request that today’s session be adjourned and that the defense’s presentation be postponed 
until tomorrow.” 

Horiuchi’s face said, 'Not again!’ 

Usually, this would be met with an immediate ‘Objection!’ followed by a lengthy explanation. 
However, 


“Prosecutor Horiuchi, what is your response?” 


“The prosecution does not wish to take up any more of the jury’s valuable time. However, if the 
defense insists, we are willing to agree to an extension until tomorrow.” 


...Maybe he’s already confident of victory, or maybe he just wants to make a good impression 
on the jury, or maybe it’s both, but for once, Horiuchi agreed without protest. 


It’s true that in terms of appealing to the jury, he’s been successful. In fact, a few jurors were 
glaring at me with irritated expressions, as if to say, 'Is this still going?' Given that the jury’s 


verdict is likely already decided, | doubt any further appeal will make much difference. 


“Very well. Since the prosecution has no objections, today’s session is adjourned. The trial will 
resume tomorrow at 10:00 AM as usual in this courtroom.” 


As always, the judge delivered his long-winded instructions to the jury, not missing a single 
word, and then, in the exact same manner as yesterday, struck his gavel once and declared, 


“Court is adjourned.” 

The precision of his movements was almost robotic. 

The courtroom erupted into murmurs. 

“Um, Mr. Yamashika...” 

Suddenly, Sano, who was sitting next to me, bowed her head toward me. 


“Thank you for everything you’ve done for me. | really appreciate all the effort you’ve put in... 
But it’s okay now. | can see where this trial is heading...” 


“No, no, it’s too soon to think that way.” 


| interrupted her words. 

“It’s true that one of my theories was wrong. But there’s still something that bothers me. 
Yesterday, you mentioned that the fletching on the crossbow arrow wouldn't break just from 
being fired. I’m curious about that. Could you tell me more about the arrow you used?” 


“Uh, um... alright...” 


| coaxed various details about the arrow out of Sano, who seemed less than enthusiastic, and 
then gave Yukina some instructions. 


“Yukina, | need to go take care of something with Kageno. Can you head home without me 
today?” 


Yukina looked puzzled for a moment, but being my capable assistant, she didn’t ask any 
questions and simply replied, 


“Of course. Here, take this with you.” 

She pulled out two packages from her bag. 

“They’re sandwiches. There’s one for Mr. Kageno too. I'll make sure lyo gets hers.” 
“Oh, thanks. That’s a big help.” 

Of course, | had no intention of telling Kageno and planned to eat both sandwiches myself— 
“Make sure to give Mr. Kageno his; that’s part of the deal,” 

—Or so | thought, until Yukina, with impeccable timing, dashed my hopes. 

Taking the wrapped sandwiches, | approached Kageno, who was seated in the gallery. 
“Kageno, get in my car. There’s something | need to discuss with you.” 

“...¥-Your car?” 

Kageno seemed oddly hesitant. 

“Hey, can | come too? I’m coming, right? Alright, I’m coming along!” 


The little devil who was still loitering around the courtroom chimed in from the side. | 
immediately shut her down. 


“No, you’re not.” 
“Pfft. Doesn’t matter what you say, I’m coming anyway.” 


Grrr... If this brat gets into the car with us, we’re sure to get stopped by the cops, and they'll 
definitely think I'm some kind of kidnapper. 


“Hm? Hey, what’s that package you’ve got there?” 

Satsuki pointed at the sandwiches I’d received from Yukina. Right, | could use these. 

“This? It’s lunch that Yukina made for me. She’s got yours too.” 

“Really?! I’m gonna go get it!” 

In the end, a kid is still just a kid. 

“Kageno, now’s our chance. Let’s go.” 

“Ah, yeah...” 

Kageno was still reluctant. 

The car was parked in the courthouse’s underground garage. 

Once | confirmed Kageno had gotten in, | wasted no time starting the engine. 

For some reason, whenever we ride together, Kageno always insists on sitting in the back seat. 
Not only that, but he would also meticulously fasten his seatbelt, practically strangling himself in 


the process. 


Now, let me tell you, I'm not a bad driver. I've never gotten a complaint from Yukina, and | 
haven't had any points deducted from my license in years. 


Yet despite my impeccable driving record, Kageno is always overly cautious. He insists on 
sitting in the back, making sure his seatbelt is secure, and he constantly nitpicks with comments 
like, “Didn’t you learn to slow down when turning?” or “Stay in the middle of the lane, you’re 
drifting,” and even, “The speed limit here is 50 km/h! Why the hell are you going 70?!” 


Sure, maybe I’m a bit more lax when Kageno’s in the car compared to when Yukina is, but it’s 
not like I’ve ever had an accident. He’s just too damn fussy. 


“So, what’s your plan now?” 


Kageno asked from the left side of the back seat, looking around nervously and keeping a close 
eye on the other cars on the road. 


“There are a few things about this case that just don’t sit right with me.” 
“...Hmm. Actually, there are a few things | don’t get either. But go ahead, what’s bothering you?” 
“It’s the window that was open at the crime scene. That’s what.” 


“Yeah, | agree it’s puzzling, but — hey! Did you just take that turn without braking? The car tilted 
for a moment!” 


“Calm down. The speed limit here is 40 km/h, I’m not speeding.” 


“But who takes a turn at 40 km/h? And hey, this is a no-passing zone! That was close! What 
were you thinking? If there had been an oncoming car, what would you have done?” 


“| could see there wasn’t any oncoming traffic.” 
“...1 seriously don’t get how you haven’t had your license suspended yet.” 
“It’s because | always drive safely.” 


In the rearview mirror, | could see Kageno’s face had gone pale, and he was sweating 
nervously. 


“Anyway, back to what | was saying...” 
“Yeah, yeah. Focusing on the conversation is probably better for me at this point.” 
| decided not to ask what he was comparing it to. 


“When | looked at the arrow used in the crime, | noticed the fletching was broken. | asked Sano 
about it, and apparently, the fletching wouldn't break just from being shot.” 


Kageno placed a hand on his chin, deep in thought. 


It wasn’t even ten seconds before the color returned to Kageno’s face, and all emotion drained 
away from it. He looked like he was angry, but | knew this expression — it was the face he made 
when he had a sudden realization. 


“Hey, you should’ve mentioned that sooner. Considering the open window, this could flip the 
entire case on its head.” 


“Right? We might not even need to resort to some underhanded legal loophole to win this trial.” 
“So that’s why you dragged me out here — to investigate this further?” 

“Exactly. Although, there’s one more stop we need to make first.” 

“A detour? What, did you get a sudden craving for something?” 

I grinned. 

“Just picking up some insurance.” 


November 27th, 1:02 PM, Crime Scene 


Naturally, there was a uniformed officer stationed to guard the crime scene. And naturally, he 
wasn’t too thrilled when | asked to take a look around. 


But he knew | had the right to inspect the scene, so he couldn’t refuse and led us inside without 
further resistance. 


Now that | think about it, it’s been a while since I’ve visited a murder scene myself. Usually, | 
leave that to Kageno. 


“Yamashika, it looks like there’s a good chance you're onto something.” 

| immediately knew what he was getting at. 

The location where the crossbow had been placed. The position of the chair where the victim 
had been sitting. And on the south side of the room, four large sliding windows. They were all 
closed now to keep out the cold air, but I’d heard that at the time of the incident, one of them 
had been open. If the open window had been the second one from the left— 

| turned to the officer on duty. 


“Hey, old man. One of these windows was open, right? Which one was it?” 


He looked a bit offended at being called “old man,” but responded with, 


“| wouldn’t know. I’m just here to guard the place. If you want to know how the room looked at 
the time of the incident, you should ask Prosecutor Horiuchi. We took photos, so he’d have 
them.” 


Ah, the classic bureaucratic runaround. 


| was annoyed, but if he kept playing dumb, there wasn’t much | could do. It seemed like I’d 
have to drop by Horiuchi’s office on the way back. 


The room was filled with more weapons than I’d expected. There were various crossbows and 
bolts scattered around. 


“Hey, Kageno. Are crossbows easy to load?” 
“No, not really. Maybe with modern ones, but with an old model like this? No chance.” 
Kageno pointed to an antique crossbow lying on a shelf. 


“Look, see that ring at the end of the crossbow? To load a bolt into the crossbow, you have to 
hook your foot into that ring and crank the lever to draw the string back.” 


“W-What? Hook your foot and crank the lever?” 
“Yeah. It'd take more than ten seconds, that’s for sure.” 


Hook your foot into the crossbow and crank the lever — | couldn't quite picture it, but at least | 
understood it wasn’t as simple as firing a bow and arrow. 


After finishing our investigation inside, Kageno and | went around to the south side of the house. 


To the south, there was nothing but a vast forest. And of course, it was a cedar forest. If 
someone with hay fever came here in the spring, it’d be quite the sight to see. 


Luckily, since it was a cedar forest, the ground was mostly clear of obstructive weeds. 
“Alright, let's start searching.” 
“...Hey, Yamashika. You’re seriously going to search this entire forest?” 


"Of course. That’s why we're here." 


"Sheesh..." 


...One hour later. 

"We’re not finding anything, dammit." 

Kageno glared at me with a look that could curdle milk. 
"How should | know where it is?" 

| shot back. 


Something’s off. Everything should add up logically. So why can't we find it? Could | have been 
wrong after all? It’s not impossible, but... 


It’s late November, deep in the mountains. Searching for something out here for an hour in the 
cold is pure torture. I’m glad | didn’t bring Yukina along, let alone Satsuki. If they'd been here for 
an hour, they'd be frozen solid. Fortunately, I’m tough, and Kageno... well, he’s Kageno, and 
you might know what we say in Japan about idiots not catching colds. 


Still, after an hour of fruitless searching in the freezing cold, the whole endeavor was starting to 
feel ridiculous. 


"No choice, I'll have to use my trump card." 
"What? A trump card? If you had one, why didn’t you use it from the start?" 
Ignoring Kageno’s complaints, | scanned the area. 


It was lucky that there were plenty of trees around. | set my sights on a cedar tree about thirty 
meters away from the house. 


Then | casually pulled out the “insurance” I’d bought earlier from my bag. 

"...Hey, wait a minute." 

Kageno’s face visibly stiffened the moment he saw the “insurance.” 

"That's way over the line. Think this through, Yamashika. There are things you can do and 


things you can’t. | get that you’re doing this... well, | guess it’s for that woman, so maybe it’s not 
entirely wrong, but in the eyes of society — hey, you're not even listening, are you?" 


| just grinned in response. 


"Kageno, give me a boost." 


"| can’t believe this, seriously." Kageno grumbled as he buckled his seatbelt in the back seat. 
"| get what you’re up to, but did you really have to go that far? Isn’t that, like, illegal?" 


"Our job as defense attorneys is to do everything we can for our clients. How could that be 
illegal?" 


"It sounds like sophistry when you say it." 
He always had something to say. 


| turned the key, trying to start the engine. But the junker | bought secondhand wasn’t 
cooperating in this cold weather; the engine just wouldn’t turn over. 


"Hey. I’m not getting stuck out here, alright?" 
"Relax, there’s a trick to it." 


Just as | said, the engine finally roared to life on the fourth try. As | started driving, | asked 
Kageno again, 


"By the way, Kageno, if our theory is right, who do you think the real culprit is?" 


"There's only one possibility. If we rule out Yuka Sano, the only ones at the scene were the 
young pupil Mikio Koiki, the editor Yuichi Satori, and the housekeeper Akiko Kato. 


Come to think of it, this reminds me of a murder case | worked on a while back." 


That was unexpected. It wasn't often that Kageno brought up his past cases. My curiosity was 
piqued. 


"What kind of case was it?" 
"A wealthy man was killed with an arrow to the neck. The mystery was how one of the suspects 
managed to kill the man inside a locked room. But thanks to my advice, the culprit was quickly 


caught." 


"Huh." 


".../Huh’? Don’t you want to know what advice | gave?" 
| grinned and shared my thoughts. 

Kageno gasped in surprise. 

"... You're right. | can’t believe you figured that out." 


"There was only one possible scenario. This case is probably the same. If | remember correctly, 
that editor Satori had an injury on his arm, right?" 


"Yeah. So that leaves us with only one suspect." 

Yes, there was only one. 

“Mikio Koiki.” 

Kageno and | said it in unison. 

Kageno let out a dry chuckle. 

"Sano also mentioned that the motive for killing Nakajima was because he was plagiarizing her 
work. So it wouldn’t be surprising if the other apprentice Koiki had the same motive. ...Hey, don’t 
you think going 50 km/h on this winding mountain road is a bit much?" 

| chose to ignore his last comment and kept talking. 

"I’m going to barge into the prosecutor's office and get the crime scene photos. You investigate 
Koiki. We only have circumstantial evidence right now, so we won't be able to break him without 


more. We're short on time, so get it done by tonight." 


"You're as unreasonable as always. Do you have any idea how hard it is to investigate a 
person?" 


Without a word, | floored the accelerator. The gear shifted, and the car surged forward. 
"Alright, alright! I'll do it by tonight, so slow down!" 
"| appreciate your understanding. I’m counting on you." 


"Hey, | told you to slow down! Are you really gonna take that curve at this speed?!" 


The white guardrail loomed ahead. Beyond it lay the inevitable drop that accompanied any 
mountain road worth its salt. 


| yanked the steering wheel hard. The car lurched violently as we took the corner, momentarily 
tilting at what felt like an impossible angle. 


"Like | said, we’re out of time." 

I’ve got to hand it to him — Kageno didn’t scream once. 

"By the way, Kageno, didn’t you say something was bothering you?" 
For some reason, Kageno was panting like he’d run a marathon. 
"Yeah, there’s one thing that really bugs me." 

"What is it?" 


"This trick the culprit used... Think about it. Why go to such elaborate lengths? That trick 
would’ve worked no matter where the culprit was, as long as the fax came through. 


But to make the most of that trick, two things are essential." 

Two things? | couldn't figure it out. Kageno smirked, as if mocking me. 
"You don't get it? A locked room and an alibi." 

"...Huh?" 


November 27th, 3:15 PM, District Prosecutor’s Office 


It goes without saying, but I’m not on good terms with the prosecution. 


I've gotten so many of the people they’ve loudly proclaimed as “the worst criminals ever” 
acquitted that it’s no wonder they hate me. 


In theory, they shouldn’t hold a grudge against me. In fact, since I’m pointing out mistakes in 
their cases and helping innocent people avoid false charges, they should be thanking me. 


But | have a tendency to do whatever it takes to win in court. Whether it’s embarrassing the 
prosecutor, using them as a pawn, or outright deceiving them. They really don't like that. 


So, the moment | stepped into the prosecutor’s office, the atmosphere changed drastically. 
"Eeeeeeek!" 


A female staffer screamed at the sight of me, scattering the files she was holding across the 
floor. 


"A-awawawaah..." 


Another man started babbling incoherently as he collapsed to the floor, while a security guard 
yelled into his radio, "Emergency backup now!" Do they think I’m a robber or something? 


Ignoring the commotion around me, | addressed the woman at the reception desk. 
"Where’s Prosecutor Horiuchi’s office?" 

The receptionist, trembling all over and on the verge of tears, stammered out a response. 
"Y-Y-Y-Y-Yes, up the stairs, on the third floor... right in front..." 

"... Thanks." 


| had the sudden urge to spread my arms and shout "Boo!" but decided against it — making her 
cry for real would just be annoying. 


| headed for the indicated staircase. With every step | took, | heard screams of "Eek!" or "Ahh!" 
or "Where's that backup?!" It was driving me nuts. 


Prosecutor Horiuchi’s office was, as expected, bigger than my own firm’s office. 
"Hey there, Prosecutor Horiuchi." 
| opened the door without knocking and greeted him politely. 


Horiuchi was working at his desk. There were a few other desks in the room, but it seemed like 
he was the only one there. 


"Y-You pest! What do you want?!" 
| briskly walked up to Horiuchi until | was close enough to look down at him. Since he’s a short 


guy, | always end up looking down on him when | get close, but now that he was sitting down, | 
could look down on him from an even higher vantage point. It wasn’t a bad view. 


Looming over Horiuchi from above, | made my demand. 
"| need the crime scene photos. Hand them over." 
"Y-Y-Y-Y-You...! How dare you jerk...!" 

"What are you, a woodpecker?" 


"Shut up! Who the hell raised you? Barging into someone’s workspace without an appointment 
or even knocking, and then demanding something with that attitude!" 


"...We’re not getting anywhere like this. Look, | don’t need an appointment or manners to 
request evidence as the defense. Just hand them over, and I'll be on my way." 


Horiuchi clicked his tongue in frustration. 

But then, as if struck by an idea, a sly grin spread across his face. 

"Fine, I'll give them to you. 

But you’ve never asked for crime scene photos during pretrial hearings before, have you? That’s 
why | haven’t prepared a copy for you yet. I'll make an extra set, but it'll take some time, so 
you'll have to wait until tomorrow morning." 

As | suspected, he was up to no good. 

| reached into my pocket and pulled something out. 

"Hey, what’s that?" 

"A portable recorder. Now then..." 


| casually switched it on. 


"?m Zenko Yamashika, an attorney. It is November 27th, and the time is... 3:19 PM. I’m 
currently in Prosecutor Horiuchi’s office. 


As the defense, | have a legitimate right to request the police’s crime scene photos. In response, 
Prosecutor Horiuchi has stated that he hasn’t prepared a set for the defense and that | should 
wait until tomorrow morning. | am now proposing an alternative solution. What follows is a 
record of that proposal and his response." 


| silently held the recorder out to Horiuchi. 


".,.What's the meaning of this?" 


"Sure, making extra copies takes time, but there’s no need for that. You’ve already got your own 
set, don’t you? I'll just take those." 


"W-What nonsense! We're using those!" 
"It’s your fault you didn’t prepare a set for us. If anyone’s going to be inconvenienced because of 
that, it should be you, not me. Besides, the prosecution’s case is already complete, so you don’t 


really need them anymore. 


If the judge were here, I’m sure he’d agree with my proposal, so I’m going to record your 
response for the record." 


| thrust the recorder toward Horiuchi for effect and added one last push. 


"There's also the matter of Detective Haneda’s illegal investigation. You don’t want to piss off the 
judge any more than you already have, do you?" 


Horiuchi’s face turned red over three seconds, his mouth opened and closed like a fish for 
another three seconds, and then he spent the next three seconds clutching his head in 
frustration before finally blurting out, 

"Take them! Take them and get out!" 


"Thanks a lot." 


November 27th, 3:41 PM, Yamashika Law Office 


There was no one in the office. 


| hung my suit jacket on a hanger and then dumped the stack of photos I’d snatched from 
Horiuchi onto my desk. 


Sifting through the dozens of photos, | searched for the ones showing the windows at the crime 
scene. 


| found them quickly. 
And just as | expected. 


The second window from the left was open. If a different window had been open, I'd have had to 
drag Kageno back to the scene to give me a boost again. 


That was one problem solved. 


The other issue was the lack of solid evidence linking Koiki to the crime. With what we have 
now, we might be able to frame him as a suspect, but that’s about it. 


Even though I’ve squared things with Detective Haneda, I'd really like to extend my winning 
streak against Prosecutor Horiuchi if | can. 


| started flipping through the remaining photos, hoping to find something useful. The police had 
been thorough, photographing every corner of the room. 


"Hmm? What's this...?" 


One photo caught my eye. It showed something that hadn’t been there when Kageno and | 
visited the crime scene earlier. 


It was a close-up of the computer monitor. The image quality wasn’t great, but you could see 
something displayed on the screen. The monitor had been off when we visited the scene, so this 


photo must have been taken while it was still on during the crime. 


However, nothing about a computer had come up in court, so the police must have thought it 
wasn’t related to the case and turned it off. 


Perfect. Even if the computer was irrelevant to their investigation, the fact that they tampered 
with the scene without notifying the defense was still significant. If | brought this up, | was sure 


Horiuchi’s face will turn pale. 


But that was for later. Right now, | need to find something that’ll help me nail Koiki. | went back 
to examining the photo. 


"...What the hell is this?" 
| muttered to myself as | looked at the photo. 
A word processing program was open, and some text had been typed out. The victim, 


Nakajima, was a novelist, so it was probably his manuscript. But there was one part at the end 
that didn’t sit right with me. 


‘That said, his situation was somewhat different. LIX#' 


"L... Lpo?" 


What the hell is that? I’ve never heard of a Japanese word that starts with “Lpo.” Was it just a 
typo? 


"Wait... could it be...?" 
A dying message? 


Nakajima was found dead right under the computer in this photo. It’s possible he had just 
enough time to leave a dying message before he died... 


No, wait. If it were a dying message, the police would have figured it out by now. There’s no way 
they would ignore something this suspicious. 


| almost tossed the photo aside, thinking | was overthinking it, but then | stopped. 
"...Wait a second." 
Right. The police believe Nakajima was shot in the head. 


In that case, they would naturally assume he had no strength left to leave a dying message. 
That might explain why they didn’t bother with this strange string of characters. 


But | was not the police. Nakajima was definitely killed by an arrow, but the circumstances 
leading up to his death were different from what the prosecution imagined. From my 


perspective, it wouldn’t be surprising if there was a dying message. 


| booted up my computer. | was so impatient for the desktop to load that | immediately opened a 
simple word processor called “Baldy.” 


“Lpo.” | wondered if it was a Romanized Japanese word typed out on an English keyboard, 
but... it didn’t form any meaningful word. 


Of course not. Even the police could have figured that out. 

Just then, the office door swung open without a knock, without a word, without anything. 
There’s only one person who would barge in like this. 

"How many times have | told you not to just walk in here, you habitual trespasser!" 

But Satsuki didn’t seem to care at all. She marched straight up to me, 


"Zenko, I’m going to use your phone for a bit. Wow, you really did unplug the phone line, huh..." 


"Use your own phone. You’ve got a cell, don’t you? Hey, don’t ignore me!" 
Satsuki had already reconnected the phone line. 

"I’m not making a call. My contact is going to call me. So, thanks!" 
"...What?" 

And then, as if on cue, the phone rang. 


| could have ignored it, but Satsuki kept pestering me to pick it up, so | reluctantly answered, 
speaking in a blunt tone that wasn’t exactly welcoming. 


"Yamashika Law Office." 

"Ah, is this Mr. Yamashika?" 

"...Yes." 

It was the polite voice of a middle-aged man. 


"Ah, so it was true. | apologize for the sudden call. My name is Yokoyama, and I'm Satsuki’s 
homeroom teacher." 


"...Huh." 
"Oh, | understand you're busy, so I'll keep this brief. 


As you may already know, Satsuki has been frequently absent from school in the mornings 
lately. | was concerned, so | asked her about it, and she said that she had your permission to 
attend court hearings." 


"...Auh?" 


"As you may be aware, Satsuki intends to pursue a career in law — what's it called again? Ah, 
yes, the legal profession. She mentioned that she wants to get a feel for the courtroom 
atmosphere while she still can. 


So, while | do believe school education is important, hands-on experience is also highly valued 
these days, and it’s not every day a student gets to observe a trial presided over by sucha 
distinguished lawyer as yourself. As her homeroom teacher, I’m inclined to consider this as a 
substitute for regular classes." 


The urge to retort, 'What in the world are you talking about? I'm busy, goodbye,’ was strong. But 
his extreme politeness, coupled with the fact that it felt kinda nice to be considered her teacher 
held me back. Instead, | found myself saying: 


"...Uh-huh." 


"Satsuki has told me so much about you. I’m truly sorry for the trouble, especially since it seems 
you even provide her with lunch. 


So, with all that in mind, please continue to look after our student. | apologize for interrupting 
your busy day. Goodbye." 


The beeping sound of the disconnected line sounded unusually lonely. 
Satsuki clenched her fists and struck a victory pose. 

"Yes! Now | can skip class with no worries!" 

"...What exactly did you say to that teacher to fool him like that?" 


"Oh, don’t say | fooled him! That sounds so bad! He just questioned me a little. A few 
well-placed tears and a heartfelt plea later, and | was good to go." 


...| no longer had the energy to question her. 


| could almost picture Satsuki in some guidance counselor’s office, being interrogated by a 
middle-aged teacher, tears welling up in her eyes as she cried, "But | want to be a lawyeeer!" 


... [twas a bad joke, plain and simple. 

"I'd love to take a photo of that crying face and frame it on the wall." 

"Oh, but | hear it’s already circulating among the boys for 4 dollars a pop." 

This time | couldn't take it anymore and collapsed onto my desk. 

"Hey, hey, I’ve been wondering, what are these photos scattered around here?" 


Without hesitation, Satsuki reached for one of the photos. 


"Hey, that’s—" 

Then | realized | had no obligation to tell her she shouldn't look at it. 

"Ugh." 

Satsuki, after glancing at the photo, covered her mouth and stumbled onto the couch. 

"That's what you get for looking at something like that." 

It was a close-up shot of Nakajima’s wound. 

An arrow had pierced straight into the right side of his head, slightly toward the back, and you 
could clearly see the red and somewhat yellowish fluid — blood and cerebrospinal fluid — 
seeping out. 

...Wait a minute. 

As | looked at the photo, something clicked. 

When that forensic expert, Koga or whatever his name was, testified about this arrow in court, | 
didn’t think much of it. But now, considering the argument I’m planning to make, this could 
actually be useful. 


™“Lpo’? Zenko, what's this?" 


She’s a persistent brat. Somehow, she had recovered and was now peering at the computer 
monitor. 


As much as | didn’t feel like explaining it, | also didn’t want her to think | was some weirdo typing 
random gibberish, so | decided to enlighten her. 


"It’s a string of characters left on the victim’s computer. | thought it might be some kind of dying 
message, but no matter what, it doesn’t form any meaningful word." 


The habitual trespasser of a middle school girl shifted her gaze back and forth between the 
monitor and keyboard a few times, then suddenly looked at me and flashed a grin. 


"What's the matter, Zenko? You can't figure this out?" 
I’m sure a vein must have popped out on my forehead. 


"...If you’re going to say that, then you must know what it means, right?" 


"Of course | do! This is easy-peasy for someone like me." 
"Then spit it out. What does it mean?" 
Satsuki wagged her index finger at me, clicking her tongue. 


"Zenko, that’s not how you ask for a favor. Is that any way to request something from 
someone?" 


It took all my willpower not to throttle her. 
"...What do you want?" 


"Let's see... How about you take on the case of a client | refer to you next, no questions 
asked?" 


No way in hell. But | had no choice. 


Besides, murder cases don’t come around every day, and the kind of client she’d bring would 
probably just be some petty thief or something. 


"Alright. If you tell me the meaning of this, I'll agree to those terms." 
"Really!? You're not lying to me, right!? You're the last person I'd trust!" 
The nerve of this girl. 

"| might bluff, but | don’t lie. Now hurry up and tell me what this means." 


"...’m not sure there’s a difference between bluffing and lying, but whatever. Here, I'll show you. 
Watch my nimble fingers." 


Satsuki said this as she swiftly moved her right hand across the keyboard, pressing a few keys. 
The characters appeared on the monitor. 

"Ugh! Hey, what the hell!’ What did you just do!?" 

"Heh, heh, heh... Don’t forget our little agreement!" 

Circumstantial evidence is a powerful thing — it hit me hard. 


Just by looking at something from a different angle and re-examining everything, you can 
overturn even a case where the defendant has confessed to their crime. 


| could already imagine the pale face of that shorty prosecutor. 


Chapter 2-6: The Mistake of Prejudice 


November 28th, 9:57 AM, District rtroom No. 2 
"Mr. Zenko, what is this?" 


Three minutes before the start of the trial, Yukina pointed to four enormous panels lying face 
down on the desk. 


Under normal circumstances, there’s no way | wouldn’t answer Yukina’s questions. But in the 
courtroom, things were different. 


I grinned and replied, "It’s a secret." 

Yukina puffed out her cheeks in slight frustration. 

"Mr. Zenko, saying that just makes me even more curious." 
"Come now, just a little patience, you'll know soon enough." 


As we were talking, the court usher announced the judge’s entrance, and Judge Ishikari entered 
with his usual expression and declared: 


"The trial will now resume. The defense may call its first witness." 
It was showtime. | stood up slowly and spoke with a calm and composed tone. 


"For the defense’s first witness, | would like to recall Dr. Koga, who performed the autopsy, to 
the stand." 


Responding to my request, the scholar who didn’t look like a scholar, Dr. Koga, took the witness 
stand. The judge added his customary explanation, "This witness has already been sworn in," 
and | immediately began my questioning. 

"Dr. Koga, how long have you been in your current position?" 


"W U h—" 


Koga seemed slightly taken aback by my question but quickly regained his composure and 
answered: 


"...IP's been about four years." 


"| see. Now, the results of a judicial autopsy are taken very seriously in court, correct?" 


"Yes, of course." 


"Given that such caution is required in your field, isn’t four years of experience a rather short 
time?" 


Koga glared at me with a hint of displeasure. At the same time, Horiuchi stood up and shouted: 


"Objection! The defense’s statement is clearly intended to maliciously undermine the witness’s 
credibility!" 


The judge, unusually, paused for a few moments before speaking. 

"The prosecution’s objection is valid. 

However, in cases like this, we place significant importance on the testimony of the forensic 
pathologist who conducted the autopsy. Given that, | believe the defense has the right to 


question the witness about his background. Therefore, the objection is overruled. Witness, 
please answer the question." 


Horiuchi returned to his seat, a look of frustration creeping across his face. 

"I-It’s true that four years isn’t a long time. 

However, | overcame the rigorous requirements set by the state to earn my qualifications. 
Moreover, | have never neglected my studies since taking on my current position. My 
experience may not be extensive, but that doesn’t mean it leads directly to incorrect testimony. | 
can confidently say that | have always testified based solely on the facts derived from objective 
data." 


For a few seconds, silence reigned in the courtroom. 


Respect and admiration for the doctor who had spoken confidently and eloquently about his 
qualifications seemed to permeate from the gallery. 


But that was naive. | calmly proceeded to my next question. 
"Let's change the question. 


Dr. Koga, in your experience, have you ever encountered a case where a body had an arrow 
shot into the head with a crossbow?" 


The confidence Koga had shown just moments earlier vanished, and he answered with a 
bewildered look. 


"N-no, | haven't." 

"| see. That will be all. Prosecutor Horiuchi, your cross-examination." 

"...No questions." 

Horiuchi barely lifted himself from his seat before quickly sitting back down. 

Question marks seemed to appear above the heads of everyone in the courtroom. They all 
turned their puzzled gazes toward me, clearly wondering what the point of that brief examination 
was. 

This was only the beginning. The real show was about to start. 

"The next witness is Detective Haneda." 

In no time, Detective Haneda, wearing a surly expression, took the stand. 


"Now, please take a look at this photo." 


| held up one of the panels. A low murmur rippled through the courtroom as several of the 
spectators and jurors grimaced. 


It was an enlarged photograph of the victim's right temple where the arrow had penetrated. 
Naturally, the blood and brain matter were vividly displayed. 


"Detective Haneda, do you know what this is?" 

"Isn't ita photo of the victim’s head?" 

Detective Haneda answered indifferently. 

"That's correct. Now, do you notice anything unusual about it?" 


Haneda glanced at the panel | was holding up a few times with a suspicious look, but eventually 
shook his head. 


"...No, not particularly." 


"Even when looking at the arrow embedded in the victim, nothing strikes you as odd?" 


"Like | said, nothing in particular." 


"| see. By the way, you all claimed this, didn’t you? That the victim was killed while working at 
their desk." 


"Yes, that’s correct." 

At this point, | held up the second panel. 

"Next, please look at this. Do you know what this is?" 

"It’s a diagram of the room where the incident occurred, isn’t it?" 

Haneda replied with irritation. 

"That's right. Now, the victim was found collapsed in front of the desk in the southeast corner of 
the room. And the crossbow was set up on a shelf in the northeast corner, around here, 


correct?" 


| pointed to the lower-left part of the panel, indicating the shelf where the weapon had 
supposedly been placed. 


"...Yes, that’s correct. But what about it?" 

"Don't you find it strange?" 

"What’s strange?" 

| raised the panel showing the photo of the victim’s head again. 

"Look at this photo. The arrow is embedded in the victim’s right temple, isn’t it? 


But as you can see from the diagram, the crossbow was fired from the victim’s left rear, wasn't 
it? So why is the arrow embedded in the victim’s right temple?" 


A heavy silence fell over the courtroom. 
However, Detective Haneda remained calm and answered coolly. 


"We considered that as well. But there are countless possible explanations. For example, it’s 
possible the victim turned their head to stretch their neck." 


"So, Detective Haneda, you’re suggesting that the victim just happened to be stretching their 
neck when the arrow that had been set up was fired and struck them in the head?" 


Haneda's answer was almost defiant. 
"Yes, that’s correct. Considering the arrow is actually embedded, it’s not entirely unreasonable." 
"| see. That’s true, it’s not entirely impossible. 


However, even if the arrow ended up in the right temple for that reason, there’s still another 
glaring issue." 


"...And what would that be?" 


"The angle at which the arrow is embedded. As you can see in the photo, the arrow is 
embedded straight into the right temple of the body lying down, isn’t it?" 


"Y-Yes." 


"If, as you claim, the crossbow was set up on the shelf and fired... The shelf is less than a meter 
high. But the victim’s head, the target, must have been higher than a meter from the ground. 


In other words, the arrow should have been embedded at an angle in the victim’s head. 


Yet, in this photo, the arrow is embedded straight into the head. This means the crossbow would 
have had to have been fired from the same height as the victim’s head. 


Are you suggesting that the victim just happened to bend their neck in such a way that they 
were shot at this exact angle?" 


"O-Objection!" 

Horiuchi stood up but seemed unable to find the right words. 

"Um, well, the defense’s line of questioning is unclear in its intent and seems to lack relevance!" 
The judge shot a sharp glance in my direction. 

"The defense has the right to question any logically conceivable possibilities. However, based 
on this exchange, it’s undeniable that there’s some ambiguity in the intent behind these 
questions. 


Defense, if you have a counterargument to the prosecution’s objection, I’d like to hear it." 


| turned back to the judge with a confident look and said clearly: 


"The defense believes the following: 
Based on the relative positions involved, if the arrow set by the defendant had pierced the 
victim’s head, then it should have penetrated the back or slightly left side of the head, and it 


should have been lodged at an upward angle. 


However, according to the photograph, the arrow is embedded perfectly straight in the right side 
of the victim’s head. What does this mean...? 


It’s simple and clear. The arrow fired from the crossbow set up by the defendant did not hit the 
victim." 


"W-Whaaaaaaaaatt?!" 

Prosecutor Horiuchi was the first to scream. 

His outcry quickly spread, causing the spectators and the jury to start murmuring. But the most 
shocked person in the room — was none other than my client. She didn’t scream, but her eyes 


were wide with disbelief as they locked onto mine. 


The judge’s gavel pounded loudly, and some of the spectators who were unfamiliar with, or 
didn’t remember, the judge’s strictness were promptly expelled from the courtroom. 


Once the courtroom had returned to order, Horiuchi stood up furiously and shouted at me. 
"W-Wait a minute! The arrow was actually embedded in the victim’s head!" 


"No, that arrow missed, and then someone other than the defendant actually stabbed the victim 
in the head." 


"B-But, if you’re going to claim something so absurd, where did the arrow that missed go? There 
was no such thing at the crime scene!" 


"Allow me to answer that question." 
| turned to the witness stand. 
"Detective Haneda, you testified that the window at the crime scene was open, didn’t you?" 


At that moment, it seemed as though an exclamation mark lit up above everyone’s head in the 
courtroom. 


Horiuchi, too, realized what | was implying and was left gaping in astonishment. 


"Y-Yes." Detective Haneda answered in a tone that barely concealed his agitation. 


| held up the same panel displaying the diagram | had used earlier and pointed to the window 
located just south of the computer. 


"And that open window — was it this window here?" 

"_..Y-Yes, that’s correct." 

Next, | picked up a marker that was lying on the desk. 

"Let’s conduct a little experiment using this diagram. The crossbow was set up here. The target 
of the crossbow, the victim’s chair, was... here. Now, if we draw a straight line between these 
two points and extend it further...?" 

Everyone watched in silence as | continued. 

"Oh, look at that. It reaches the window that Detective Haneda testified was open." 

The courtroom fell silent. 


Everyone seemed to be mulling over the hypothesis | had just presented. 


| would have liked to give them more time to fully grasp my reasoning, but | couldn’t afford to 
wait. 


"By the way, Detective Haneda, please answer honestly. Did the police conduct a search of the 
area surrounding the house where the incident occurred?" 


"...O-Of course they did." 


"And considering that the range of a crossbow can reach up to a hundred meters, how far from 
the crime scene did the police search?" 


"W-well... not that far, to be honest... we didn’t go much beyond the house." 
| grinned and turned back to the judge. 

"Your Honor, | have a suggestion." 

"Go ahead." 


"First, | would like to request that, from this point onward, no one be allowed to enter or leave 
this courtroom without your permission. 


Furthermore, | propose that we temporarily suspend the trial for a recess. During this time, | ask 
that you urgently dispatch someone to the crime scene to check if the arrow that missed might 
be found there." 


An ordinary judge wouldn't normally grant such an unusual request so easily. 
But Judge Ishikari was anything but ordinary. 


"Granted. Bailiff, seal the exits. For at least the next hour, no one is allowed to enter or leave 
this courtroom without my permission." 


Horiuchi hurriedly stood up. 

"Y-Your Honor, | object! Detaining so many people in this way is, well, it’s not exactly 
appropriate. Besides, there are police officers already guarding the scene, so it would only take 
a few minutes to confirm this if | just order them to do so!" 

The judge’s response was curt. 

"Is that all you have to say?" 


"Y-Yes." 


"Then your objection is overruled. | remind the prosecution that this is not the first time they've 
conducted an illegal investigation in this case." 


Horiuchi slumped back into his seat, utterly defeated. Serves him right. 

| quickly addressed the judge. 

"Your Honor, | understand that the area around the house is a wooded area. If the arrow missed 
and flew outside, it might not be on the ground. It’s also possible that it’s stuck in a tree. | ask 
that you consider this possibility." 

The judge nodded. 

"Very well, | will give those instructions. | also ask for the understanding and cooperation of the 
spectators and the jury. You are free to use the restrooms as needed. | will also allow quiet 


conversation for the time being. 


Now, we will take a recess." 


The judge casually struck his gavel once, then called a bailiff over and began whispering 
instructions to him, as if the ensuing chaos didn’t concern him. 


"U-Uh, what exactly is going on here?" 


Sano looked shaken, as if he couldn’t believe what was happening. When | glanced over, | saw 
that Yukina was also watching closely, waiting to hear how | would respond. 


"What's going on is exactly what you heard. Ms. Sano, the arrow you set up missed. You didn’t 
kill anyone." 


"T-That’s impossible! | planned everything meticulously! There’s no way it could have missed!" 
"Murder rarely goes as planned. Here’s what I’m thinking. While the fax was coming through, 
the victim happened to get up from the chair to open the window and let in some fresh air. And 
just as he opened the window, the mechanism was triggered, and the arrow was fired. But it 
missed and flew out the window... that’s how | see it." 


"Do you have any evidence to support that?" Yukina asked. 


"That's why | asked the judge to send someone to the scene. If they find the arrow, that'll be all 
the evidence we need." 


"But what if they don’t find it...?" 

I grinned. 

"They'll find it. I'm sure of it." 

After all, I’m the one who put it there. 

At that moment, | suddenly felt someone’s gaze on me. 

That gaze was coming from the incompetent detective sitting in the spectator seats. 

His eyes spoke volumes. 'You sly dog,’ Kageno's eyes seemed to say. "You played us all.' 


"But Mr. Zenko, someone did get killed, right? If it wasn’t Ms. Sano, then who do you think the 
killer is?" 


| flashed her another confident grin. 


"That, my dear Yukina, is the million-dollar question." 


Thanks to the judge’s thoughtfulness, tea and sweets were distributed to everyone. 

Though we were allowed to talk, it still felt inappropriate for someone sitting at the defense table 
to engage in idle chatter, so | quietly sipped the bad tea and spent the time staring down 
Prosecutor Horiuchi, who was also sitting silently across from me. In the end, neither of us won 
the staring contest. 


Yukina was pulled into a conversation by Satsuki, who was sitting in the spectator seats. Sano 
was staring down at her knees, and Kageno, as expected, was taking a nap in the gallery. 


The staring contest with Horiuchi ended up lasting an hour and a half... quite exhausting, even 
though | was the one who started it. 


Finally, after receiving some kind of report, the judge struck his gavel. 
"The bailiff has returned, so we will now resume the trial." 


The courtroom, which had grown slack during the long recess, was suddenly filled with 
anticipation. 


"Given the unusual circumstances, | will begin by questioning the witness myself. Miyamoto, 
please take the stand." 


A man called Miyamoto, who seemed to be a bailiff, took the witness stand. 


"Please take the oath. Do you swear to testify truthfully, based on good faith and nothing but the 
truth?" 


"Yes, | swear." 

He had probably rushed back, as his breathing was slightly irregular. 

"Now then, witness. Did you proceed to the crime scene as directed by this court?" 

"Yes." 

"Please testify about what happened there." 

"Yes. | went to the crime scene with a colleague, explained the situation to the police officers 
stationed there, and began a joint search. We searched the area south of the room where the 


incident occurred, in the direction we believed the arrow might have flown." 


"Did you find the arrow?" 


"Yes. It was stuck in a tree." 
The spectators erupted into a buzz. The judge silenced them with his gavel. 
Miyamoto, the bailiff, continued. 


"After that, we called the judge to ask for further instructions, and he told us to have the local 
police forensic team examine the arrow under our supervision, so we did that immediately." 


"Is the arrow currently in the custody of the police?" 
"Yes, one of my colleagues should be overseeing it." 


"Let me confirm once more. Was the arrow found along the straight line that the defense pointed 
out earlier?" 


"Yes, that's correct." 
"What was the condition of the arrow?" 


"It was identical to the arrow presented by the prosecution as Exhibit A in this courtroom. As a 
bailiff, | was responsible for processing the evidence, so | remember it well." 


"Very well. Does the prosecution have any questions for this witness?" 
Horiuchi stood up weakly, barely holding himself up. 

"At this time, no questions." 

"Does the defense have any?" 

"Just one." | said as | stood up. 


"Mr. Miyamoto. Was the fletching on the arrow you found at the scene damaged, like the one on 
the prosecution's Exhibit A?" 


"N-No, it wasn’t damaged like that." 
"Understood. No further questions." 


The judge nodded. 


"The witness may step down." 


After the bailiff stepped down from the stand, the judge, whose expression remained unchanged 
but now carried an even heavier atmosphere, spoke. 


"This trial has taken a truly unusual turn. 


A hypothesis has been put forward that the arrow set up by the defendant did not hit the victim. 
Based on this hypothesis, an arrow was indeed found near the crime scene. 


However, there remains the fact of a dead body with an arrow embedded in it. 


Given this development, | believe that unless new facts come to light, the charge of murder in 
this case should be dismissed. 


Prosecution, what do you say?" 

The courtroom was silent. 

Horiuchi, standing up slowly and weakly, spoke in a lifeless tone. 
"...l agree." 

Horiuchi's face, as though drained of life, left a strong impression. 


The dismissal of the charges meant the immediate release of the defendant and the 
continuation of my winning streak. 


The judge, still expressionless, announced: 


"With the prosecution's agreement, this case is dismissed. Counsel, do you have any 
objections?" 


"| do." 
"Very well, the defendant will be released immediately — what?" 


The judge's face contorted in a way that could only be described as comical astonishment. It 
was as if a pigeon had just flown headfirst into a beanbag. 


‘Ah, so even this judge can change his expression’, | thought to myself with a strange sense of 
satisfaction. 


"Counsel, your client is about to be released. What objection could you possibly have?" 


"The defense has not yet completed its presentation of evidence. | would like to call the next 
witness." 


The judge’s face seemed to say, 'As long as you follow the formal procedures, your client will be 
acquitted, so why drag this out, you con-man lawyer?’ 


"Moreover, | would like to point out that the right to freely summon witnesses is one of the 
legitimate rights granted to the defense." 


"...Very well. Summon your witness." 

It was now certain that my client would be acquitted of the murder charge. 

But that wasn’t enough. 

The prosecution, despite their initial theory being disproven, likely still harbored the biased view 
that Sano was the culprit. Even if the trick with the arrow had failed, they might still conclude 
that it was Yukari Sano who shot the arrow into the victim — they'd come to such a ridiculous 
conclusion. 


"The defense calls Detective Morioka to the stand." 


Detective Morioka, apparently disheartened by the direction this trial was taking, sighed 
repeatedly as he took the stand, and didn’t even try to meet my gaze. 


"Detective Morioka, please look at this panel." 

| pulled out the third panel from the desk. It was a photograph | had taken from Prosecutor 
Horiuchi the day before, showing a close-up of the monitor of the computer at the crime scene. 
The letters "LIZ#" were visible, though they made no sense. 

"Do you know what this is?" 


"Yes, it’s a close-up of the computer at the crime scene." 


‘It’s not the computer, it’s the monitor, you tech-illiterate middle-aged fool' — | was tempted to 
correct him, but | decided it didn’t really matter. 


"You see the text on the screen, right? What is that?" 


"The victim was a novelist. It’s probably an excerpt from the novel he was working on." 


"And here you see the Japanese characters that stand for 'Lpo,' right? What do you think that 
means?" 


"...Well, we believe it was typed by the victim’s hand accidentally hitting the keyboard. It doesn’t 
mean anything." 


| placed the panel back on the desk. 

"That’s all. You may proceed with cross-examination." 

As expected, Horiuchi did not cross-examine. 

"The defense would like to call its next witness, Akiko Kato." 


A slight murmur spread through the courtroom. ‘Akiko Kato? Who's that?’ was the question on 
everyone’s mind. 


Soon, an elderly woman, clearly uncomfortable in such a place, took the witness stand. She 
nervously completed her oath in a timid tone. 


"Ms. Kato, you worked as a housekeeper at the victim’s residence, correct?" 
"Yes, that’s right." 


"It seems that the victim, the novelist Mr. Nakajima, occasionally received threatening letters, is 
that true?" 


"Yes." 

"Were you aware of the contents of those letters?" 
"Yes, | was shown a few of them." 

"Could you tell us what they were like?" 


"Well... It’s a bit embarrassing to say here, but they were things like ‘Die’ or ‘Idiot,’ that sort of 
thing." 


"It’s also true that Mr. Nakajima had faced dangerous situations several times, correct?" 


"Yes. He was nearly run over by a car and was followed by someone at night, among other 
things." 


"Changing the subject, Nakajima had two disciples, right?" 


"That's correct." 

"One of them is the defendant, but who is the other?" 

"Yes, the other is Mikio Koiki, a dependable young man." 

"According to the defendant, Mr. Koiki didn’t get along well with the victim, is that true?" 


Kato hesitated for a moment, but since | had prefaced the question implying that “I’ve already 
heard about this,” she timidly began to speak. 


"Well, it’s true that Mr. Nakajima often scolded Mr. Koiki..." 
"Frequently?" 


"Yes, almost every day, actually. But I’d like to add that it wasn’t because Mr. Nakajima disliked 
Mr. Koiki, but rather because he hoped to help him grow through discipline—" 


| raised my hand to stop her from saying more. 
"Thank you, that’s all. Cross-examination, please." 
"...No questions." 


"Next, the defense would like to call Mikio Koiki, who was present at the scene at the time of the 
incident, as a witness." 


This was the person who had just been revealed to have a grudge against the victim. The 
tension in the spectator seats grew, as everyone wondered if a new suspect had just emerged. 


Mikio Koiki, who had been sitting in the gallery, made his way to the witness stand with a pace 
that was neither too fast nor too slow. His expression was as rigid as a plaster statue. 


After the oath was administered, | began the questioning. 
This was today’s main course. No further prelude was necessary. 
"Mr. Koiki. You killed the victim, didn’t you?" 


| paused for a breath, giving the jurors and spectators just enough time to recover from their 
shock. 


But it seemed that a single breath wasn’t enough. Everyone’s eyes were wide open, watching 
the proceedings in stunned silence. 


"W-What are you saying! Why would | have to kill the professor? Sure, like Ms. Kato said, | was 
often scolded by him, but | understood that he was doing it for my own good..." 


"Counsel, be warned." The judge spoke up. 


"This court does not permit questioning that casually treats someone as a criminal. If you're 
going to ask such a question, you must have a solid basis for it, do you not?" 


"Of course, Your Honor." 

"Very well, explain your basis." 

"Then, everyone, | ask you to imagine this: 

The arrow from the crossbow set up by the defendant missed its target and flew out the window. 


What would the victim have done at that moment? Would it not be natural to think that he 
realized someone had set up a crossbow to kill him? 


The victim realized someone was trying to kill him. So who could it be? It’s unlikely that an 
outsider could enter the room and set up such a device. Then, among the residents present in 
the house at the time of the incident, who would he think bore the greatest grudge against him? 
There is only one possible answer." 

| pointed to the witness stand. 

"It could only be you, Mr. Koiki." 

His face turned deathly pale in an instant. The spectators in the gallery erupted with noise. 
"H-Hold on a minute! How did you come to that conclusion?!" 

Koiki protested, but | ignored him and continued. 

"He must have suspected that one of his disciples was trying to kill him. This suspicion would 
have plunged Nakajima into deep paranoia. So what did he do? To find out the truth, he called 


you in. 


Mr. Koiki, Nakajima called you in and confronted you. He accused you of trying to kill him using 
this trick, didn’t he?" 


"N-No! That’s a lie! It’s nonsense!" 

"| don’t know what state of mind you were in when he confronted you. But I’ve heard that the 
victim not only plagiarized your work but also scolded you daily. | imagine the resentment you 
had been harboring finally turned into murderous intent." 


"T-That’s not true! This is all just a fabrication by this lawyer, a baseless accusation!" 


"And then, in a fit of rage, you struck Nakajima. The blow to his head caused the contusion 
found during the autopsy. Nakajima lost consciousness and collapsed to the floor." 


"S-Somebody, please stop this man! This is outrageous slander! I’m calling my lawyer!" 


"At that moment, you realized something. Someone had tried to kill Nakajima with a trick, but it 
had failed. And knowing that, an idea occurred to you." 


"Y-Your Honor! Please, I’m begging you—" 


"You thought that if you stabbed the crossbow’s arrow into Nakajima’s head while he was 
unconscious, you could pin the crime on whoever had set up the trick in the first place." 


"Order! Order in the court!" 

The judge, unusually, raised his voice and struck the gavel hard. 

The noise in the courtroom was so intense that it had become necessary. The spectators were 
openly conversing with those around them, and suspicious glances were being cast at Koiki on 
the witness stand. 


But after the judge banged the gavel three more times, the courtroom finally returned to silence. 


"Let me issue a warning: from now on, anyone who speaks without my permission will be 
immediately expelled from the court, regardless of who they are. 


Now then..." 
The judge turned his glaring eyes toward me. 
"Counsel, do you have any evidence to support such a claim?" 


"Of course, Your Honor. That’s why I'd like to request Exhibit A from the prosecution." 


My request was granted immediately, and soon a bloodstained arrow was handed to me by the 
bailiff. 


"Now, Your Honor, please take a look at the fletching on this arrow." 

The judge leaned forward slightly and squinted at the arrow. 

"...Hmm. It appears to be broken." 

"That’s right. I’ve been concerned about this piece of evidence ever since it was presented. 


The fletching on an arrow is extremely important. If it’s broken, the arrow’s accuracy drops 
significantly. Of course, it wouldn't break just from being fired from a crossbow. 


So why was the fletching broken? | don’t believe it’s due to the prosecution’s poor evidence 
preservation skills." 


I grinned as | looked at Horiuchi. It goes without saying that the shorty prosecutor wore a sullen 
expression. 


"The culprit gripped this arrow with both hands and stabbed it into the head of the victim lying on 


the floor. That’s why the arrow pierced straight into the right side of his skull, and the fletching 
broke when it was gripped." 


ae be 

Koiki’s expression visibly twisted with tension. 

The air in the gallery began to stir, but the judge silenced it with a single sharp glare. 

"Go on, Counsel." 

"Yes, Your Honor. 

At this point, I’d like everyone to recall Dr. Koga’s testimony. What did he say? He testified that 
he had never seen a corpse with a crossbow arrow shot into its head before. In other words, he 
couldn’t tell whether it was an arrow shot from a crossbow or an arrow stabbed into the head by 
hand. 

And, of the residents in the house at the time of the incident, excluding this witness and 


Detective Haneda, there were three people. Two were women, and the third was a man, but it 
has been confirmed that this man had an injured hand. 


Now, the human skull is incredibly tough. It’s covered by the very hard cranial bone. The only 
person who could have had the strength to pierce that skull with a hand-held arrow was — only 
one person, this witness. 


Mr. Koiki struck the victim on the head, knocked him out, and then stabbed the crossbow arrow 
into his head — that’s what | believe really happened." 


"N-No, that’s a lie, a fabrication! What evidence do you have—" 

Koiki shouted, but— 

"Witness, be silent. You do not have permission to speak." 

He fell silent after being scolded. 

"However, Counsel. As the witness mentioned, this is merely a hypothesis inferred from 
circumstantial evidence. While your argument seems rational at first glance, do you have any 


more direct evidence?" 


"There is one piece of evidence, Your Honor. The reason why we, the defense, are so certain 
that he is the culprit." 


| pulled out the third panel. 

"This is a close-up photo of the monitor from the computer at the crime scene that | showed 
earlier. You can see the string of characters ‘LIX#’ on the screen. Detective Morioka testified 
earlier that these were typed accidentally when the victim’s hand hit the keyboard... but the 
defense believes that’s impossible." 


"W-What do you mean by that?" 


Prosecutor Horiuchi leaned forward from his seat, demanding an explanation. | held up a fourth 
— and final — panel. 


It was a large panel depicting a keyboard, which | had borrowed from a nearby computer 
school. The letters like "A" and "B" were clearly visible, even from a distance. 


"Normally, to type this specific Japanese ‘LIX#’ string, you would have to do it like this." | 
pointed to the keys on the panel in sequence. 


"First L. Then P, O, L, O. 


Do you see? To type ‘LPOLO,’ you would have to move your finger back and forth between the 
L and O keys multiple times. It could also be typed using ‘_POXO,’ but as you can see, the X 


key is in the lower left corner of the keyboard, so let’s rule that out. In any case, it’s highly 
unlikely that such a string of characters would be typed accidentally, as Detective Morioka 
suggested. 

In other words, this was a dying message left by the victim." 

The courtroom buzzed with murmurs for the third time. 

Horiuchi, seeming to voice the doubts of the spectators, asked: 

"H-How could that string of letters possibly form a meaningful word?" 


"It’s quite simple. 


The victim was first struck on the head. In a state of semi-consciousness, he mustered his last 
bit of strength to type on the keyboard. 


But the victim wasn’t trying to type ‘LPOLO.’ When he was hitting the keys, he shifted his fingers 
one key to the right. This was likely due to his fading consciousness, or perhaps he did it to 
mislead the killer. Well, it’s impossible to verify that now." 


| pointed to the keyboard on the panel again as | explained: 


"In other words, ‘L’ should be ‘K,’ ‘P’ should be ‘O,’ and ‘O’ should be ‘I.’ Replacing ‘LPOLO’ 
accordingly gives us this: KOIKI." 


"N-No...!" 

Koiki slowly collapsed onto the witness stand. 

Prosecutor Horiuchi, the spectators, and the jurors — everyone watched in stunned silence. 
A heavy silence filled the courtroom, broken only by the sound of Koiki’s sobbing. 
Eventually, it was the judge who broke the silence. 

"| would like to ask again. Prosecutor Horiuchi, do you agree to dismiss this case?" 

"Yes, Your Honor," Horiuchi replied in a small, strained voice. 

"The defense also agrees this time, correct?" 


"No, Your Honor." 


"Very well, the defendant will be released immediately... Wait, what did you say?" 


The judge turned to me, speaking in disbelief. | couldn’t help but feel a strange sense of 
satisfaction at seeing even this judge show some emotion. 


"The defense cannot agree to end the proceedings just yet. We would like to call the next 
witness." 


Everyone stared at me. | could sense their thoughts through their gazes: 'Is this lawyer out of his 
mind?" 


Of course, | wasn't fazed. | added without hesitation: 


"Furthermore, the right to freely summon witnesses is a legitimate right granted to the 
defense—" 


"Enough, that’s quite enough. Summon your witness as you wish," the judge said, sounding 
exasperated for the first time. 


"But first, bailiff. Detain this witness for the time being," the judge ordered, indicating Koiki with 
his eyes. | found myself having to lodge another objection. 


"Wait a moment, Your Honor. The defense requests that Mr. Koiki remain in the courtroom until 
the next witness has been questioned." 


The judge said nothing more. Instead, he looked at me as if to ask, 'What on earth are you 
thinking?’ 


"...Very well. Bailiff, detain this witness and provide a chair for him to sit in." 

Not only the judge but also the bailiffs seemed unable to hide their suspicious expressions. 
However, they dutifully followed the judge’s orders, lifting the weeping Koiki by his arms and 
seating him in a folding chair they had brought in from somewhere. 

Now then. 

It wasn't over yet. | still had things to do. 

It had been proven that the arrow fired by my client, Yukari Sano, had missed its mark. The true 


culprit had been identified. | had even managed to get revenge on Detective Haneda. | had 
secured more than enough of a victory. 


However, there’s one fact that remained: Yukari Sano did attempt to kill Nakajima. Even if she 
was acquitted of murder, the relentless Prosecutor Horiuchi, holding a grudge against me, would 
no doubt pursue her for attempted murder next. If it came to that, I’d be out of options. 
Attempted murder was an undeniable fact, and avoiding it would be impossible. 

But though avoidance is impossible, there was one way to reduce her sentence. 

"Then, as the next witness for the defense—" 

| must appeal to their emotions. 

"—| would like Ms. Yukari Sano, the defendant, to take the stand." 

Her face was as pale as a corpse. 

Sano, darting nervously towards Koiki from time to time, timidly took the witness stand. 

There wasn’t a single sound that disrupted the order of the courtroom. Everyone was on the 
edge of their seats, listening intently, not wanting to miss a single word of my upcoming 


questioning. 


"Ms. Sano. There are a few things | simply cannot understand. Please answer the following two 
questions." 


"W-What is it...?" 


"First, why did you choose the day when a police officer — a homicide detective, no less — was 
present to attempt to kill the victim?" 


"And second, you devised a trick using the fax machine. This trick had the advantage of being 
able to be triggered anytime after it was set up, as long as a fax was received from outside. 


What this means is that it would have been extremely easy for you to create an alibi. 


However, despite preparing such a trick, you didn’t even try to create an alibi. On the day of the 
incident, you calmly stayed in your room and went to bed. Why is that?" 


Sano’s pale face twisted in shock. She wasn’t the only one whose expression contorted; 
everyone in the courtroom, except for Kageno and me, did as well. 


‘Why did you commit the crime when there was a police officer present?’ 
When we met in the detention center, Yukina had asked that question to Sano. 
‘Don't you get it? It’s about the locked room and the alibi.’ 

And yesterday, in the car, Kageno had said this to me: 


‘Listen, Yamashika. The trick using that fax was designed to work perfectly by making the 
victim’s room a locked room and creating an alibi for the culprit. 


But from what I’ve heard, it seems it was easy to get in and out of the room, and that woman 
didn’t have any alibi at all. If that’s the case, why would she bother using a trick that leaves so 
much evidence behind? She could’ve just waited until everyone in the house was asleep, 
walked into the room with a crossbow, and bang! That would’ve been the end of it.’ 


‘...Maybe she thought some evidence would be left if she committed the act herself?’ 
‘That’s certainly possible. Even if someone devises a murder plan, there are plenty of people 
who mess up when it comes time to execute it because of nerves. Fearing that, she might have 


set up a trick that would work semi-automatically... Well, | won’t deny that possibility. 


But you know, she had already set up such a trick. Just going out somewhere for a night 
would’ve been enough to create a solid alibi. So why didn’t she do that?’ 


This case had led everyone to the wrong conclusion because Sano insisted she was the one 
who had committed the crime. 


"Ms. Sano. I’ve heard that the victim had been in danger several times before. But this wasn’t 
your doing... because at seventeen, you couldn't drive a car, could you?" 


There’s only one conclusion to draw from this. 


"Ms. Sano, wasn’t it actually Mr. Koiki who sent those threatening letters to the victim? And 
didn’t you know about it?" 


"Eventually, he even tried to run Mr. Nakajima over with a car. But you didn’t want him to 
become a killer. 


So you decided to kill the victim before he could. And you deliberately chose a day when the 
detective was at the house." 


"N-No! | decided to kill him of my own will! He has nothing to do with it!" 

"And then, when you were arrested, you claimed this as your motive: the victim had been 
plagiarizing his disciple's works. The victim was a famous novelist. If you hadn't done all that, 
attention would naturally immediately fall on his other disciple, Mr. Koiki." 

"Please, stop! Don’t say any more!" 

"No, | won't stop. As your lawyer, it’s my duty to reduce your sentence as much as possible, 
regardless of your wishes. And to do that, | believe it’s necessary to reveal why you were so 
determined to protect Mr. Koiki. 

The reason... | believe everyone has figured it out by now." 

"Don't say it! Please, I’m begging you, don’t say anything more!" 


"You were in love with Mr. Koiki, weren’t you?" 


"Y-Yukari!?" 

Koiki shouted. 

| never imagined I’d end up saying something like this. 
But it seemed to have struck a chord. 


Sano collapsed onto the witness stand, covering her face with both hands. Koiki tried to rush to 
her, but the bailiff restrained him. 


Even as he was being held back, Koiki spoke. 
"Yukari... I-Is it true... Why would you... Why would you care about someone like me...?" 


Sano continued to sob for a while, but eventually, her voice trembled as she answered, her 
words mixed with tears. 


"|... Lloved the stories you wrote, Mr. Koiki. And | was drawn to how hard you worked, no matter 
how much the teacher scolded you. 


| didn’t want someone like you to become a murderer... But at the same time, | couldn't forgive 
the teacher for stealing your work—" 


"That's enough, Yukari! Please say no more!" 
Koiki interrupted her and then turned to the judge, shouting. 
"Your Honor! She’s done nothing wrong! 


I... I’m the one to blame! That day... the teacher called me out and berated me, and in a fit of 
anger, | hit him... 


Everything else happened just as the lawyer pointed out. | realized someone had tried to kill the 
teacher before me, and | thought if | went along with it, no one would ever know... 


It’s my fault! If only | had told the truth when Yukari confessed, she wouldn’t have had to go 
through this...!" 


"Stop it, don’t say any more, Mikio! If |... If | hadn’t acted so hastily and tried to kill the 
teacher..." 


"It’s not your fault, it’s not your fault, Yukari..." 
| thought to myself, ‘Someone, please stop these two.’ 


As a lawyer, | knew it was necessary to let them speak their minds. A woman driven to 
attempted murder out of love for a man — this was more than enough to create grounds for a 
plea of leniency. 


However, | simply can’t handle stories like this. As a lawyer, I’m expected to listen to all of this 
with a serious face, but honestly, I’d rather be anywhere else. At times like this, | envy Kageno, 
who can just doze off in the gallery. 


The melodrama continued for another two minutes or so, until finally, Koiki said, "Yukari, you 
need to live your own life," after which Sano collapsed into tears once again, and the courtroom 
finally fell silent. 


...A few of the spectators were dabbing their eyes with handkerchiefs. 


| nearly muttered to myself, 'You do realize the people up there are a terrifying woman who tried 
to commit murder and a cowardly man who tried to frame someone who cared about him for 
murder, right?’ But | stopped myself when | noticed that even Yukina, sitting next to me, was 
tearing up. 


Well, whatever. The trial was finally over. 

| addressed the judge. 

"Your Honor, the defense agrees to withdraw the charges." 

"Very well," the judge nodded gravely. 

"The case is dismissed. The jury is dismissed, and the defendant is to be released immediately. 
| would like to express my deep gratitude to the jurors for fulfilling your duties until today. 

The prosecution is to begin the investigation of Mr. Koiki immediately. This court is adjourned." 
‘Clang!' The sound of the gavel echoed through the courtroom. 


November 28th, 5:05 PM, Yamashika Law Office 


There was a lot of paperwork to deal with. 


For the time being, Yukari Sano was released, cleared of all charges, and my duties as her 
lawyer were concluded. There were ups and downs during my cross-examination in court, but in 
the end, she left quietly, thanking me with a simple, "Thank you for everything.” 


There’s still a possibility that the prosecution might charge her with attempted murder, but that’s 
no longer my concern. That said, | did leave the prosecution with two significant gifts: proof of 
their flawed investigation and grounds for leniency. Even if another public defender is assigned 
to her case, I’m sure they’ll handle it well. 


The person most beyond saving in this case is, of course, Detective Haneda. | was genuinely 
concerned if he’d still have his job next year — after alll, it's rare to come across such an easy 
opponent. But according to the information | received from Kageno, things worked out 
somewhat favorably for him. Since it was clear that Sano did indeed commit attempted murder, 
he managed to keep his job, though just barely. Good for him. This experience has hopefully 
taught him not to mess with me again. 


By the time Yukina, Satsuki, and | returned to the office, the sun was already setting. Kageno 
didn’t stick around to help with the post-trial paperwork; as soon as the trial ended, he muttered 


something about being tired and left quickly. 


"This case was another rollercoaster, wasn’t it?" 


Yukina brought over a tray with three cups of green tea. Satsuki was sprawled out on the guest 
sofa next to me. | was the one who should be the most exhausted. 


"Seriously, why can’t you ever finish a trial normally, Zenko?" 

...Of all people, | didn’t expect to be lectured by this brat, but | answered her anyway. 
"Where’s the fun in a normal trial? | became a lawyer to combine business with pleasure." 
Satsuki sipped from her teacup, looking genuinely exasperated. 

"What do you think will happen to Mr. Koiki and Ms. Sano now?" 


"Who knows? For now, Sano’s charge will be reduced to attempted murder. She'll probably get 
off with a suspended sentence at worst. 


The bigger issue is Koiki... Well, he can still write novels from prison, so he'll just have to serve 
his sentence diligently." 


"You're right. If it’s Ms. Sano, I’m sure she'll wait for Mr. Koiki, even if it takes ten years." 


| held back from pointing out that Sano would still be only twenty-seven even after a ten-year 
sentence. 


"Hey, there’s something I’ve been meaning to ask," Satsuki said. 
"How did you know the arrow would be found outside?" 


"Oh, | was wondering about that too. Mr. Zenko, what would you have done if the arrow wasn’t 
found?" 


"Ah, you mean that? It’s nothing special. | knew because | put it there beforehand." 
"...What?" 


The looks on Satsuki’s and Yukina’s faces when they heard this were priceless. They were both 
staring at me in utter disbelief. 


| added with a bitter smile: 


"Yeah, yesterday Kageno and | went searching for the arrow, but we couldn’t find it anywhere. 
So, | had no choice but to plant a spare arrow in one of the nearby trees and call it a day." 


"...[-Isn’t that illegal?" 


"Yeah, yeah, you've said it yourself! Tampering with the crime scene or hiding evidence is a 
crime!" Satsuki added, looking flustered. 


"When did | ever tamper with the crime scene or hide evidence?" 
| replied nonchalantly. 
"The crime scene refers to that room, doesn’t it? 


Besides, | didn’t destroy or hide any evidence. There’s nothing in the law books that says 
sticking a crossbow bolt into a tree is a crime." 


The two of them were clearly dumbfounded. 

"So that’s why you were so confident when you said the arrow had flown outside..." 
"Exactly. And thanks to that, we uncovered the truth, didn’t we? So there’s no harm done." 
Of course, if Prosecutor Horiuchi had found out, I'd be in deep trouble. 

"Yeah, | thought it was strange too. There was no way that arrow could have been found." 
"...What did you just say?" 

Satsuki said something | couldn’t ignore. 

"Hey, Satsuki. Why are you so sure about that?" 

"Why? | already told you that | was near the scene on the day of the incident, didn’t |?" 

| had a bad feeling about this. 

"During the trial today, it suddenly hit me. 


That day, after the police kicked me out, | went for a walk to kill time..." 


My bad feeling was quickly turning into certainty. 


"So, while | was walking through the woods, | suddenly came across something unusual. It was 
pretty rare, so | picked it up without really thinking." 


Satsuki casually reached into her handbag and pulled something out. 


It was a crossbow bolt. 


Afterword 


How did you find the third volume of Tactical Judgment? 


Compared to the first and second volumes, the time | had to devote to writing this one was 
much shorter, and | can’t help but feel anxious that there might still be some rough patches left 
in the text... 


This is a bit of a personal matter, but when | write novels, | absolutely need to go through 
multiple rounds of revisions, or else it literally won’t come together as a story. 


The first draft | write is nowhere near a level where | could show it to anyone. | go through it 
over and over again, revising everything from the plot to the individual grammar points, 
gradually refining it until it's something | can finally present to others. | wonder when I'll ever 
reach a point where | can be confident in my writing after the first draft... 


Moreover, there’s a significant drawback to this approach. 

When | finally complete the second draft, | start to feel a bit more confident, thinking, “Alright, 
this should be interesting!” But because | have a somewhat twisted personality, as | go through 
even more rounds of revisions, | start to think: 

“...Is this really interesting?” 

Once | start thinking like that, it’s all downhill from there. 

| keep rereading it — | start to doubt the content — | revise it — | reread it again — | doubt the 
content again — | revise it — | reread it because the content has changed again — and so on, 


sinking deeper and deeper into the swamp. In the end, there are deadlines, so | have to draw 
the line somewhere... 


When | released the second volume of Tactical after going through this grueling process, there 
was about a month between finishing all the work, including the afterword, and the book being 
published. During that time, | was under immense pressure. 


With the first volume, | had some confidence because it had won the Fujimi Young Mystery 
Novel Award, but with the second volume, that confidence turned into pressure: “If the second 
volume isn’t better than the award-winning first, my career as a writer might be over.” | was 
tormented by thoughts like, “Did | really revise it enough? Are there still awkward sentences or 
inconsistencies | missed?” When it was about a week before the release date, | was 
half-seriously thinking, “If | give up all the money I’ve earned from part-time jobs, my salary, 
royalties, and advances, could | get all the copies of the second volume back and revise it one 
more time?” 


In the end, | had to convince myself that all the great writers before me had overcome this 
pressure, and since my experienced editor, Ms. S, and the Fujimi Shobo editorial department 
had given the green light for publication, | had to brace myself and accept it... 


About ten days before the release date, | received several copies of the finished book from the 
editorial department, but by that point, | was too scared to even open them. After all, | couldn't 
make any more changes. 


However — despite all my anxiety, | was relieved to find that the second volume sold quite well, 
and my editor, Ms. S, informed me, “The second volume is getting good reviews. We might need 
a reprint. We're definitely reprinting.” With that simple reassurance, | quickly forgot all the mental 
anguish I’d gone through just a couple of weeks earlier and started proudly proclaiming, “The 
second volume is a work I'm confident in. Please enjoy it,” which allowed me to regain my 
confidence and focus on writing the third volume. 


And so, I’ve somehow managed to reach the point where I’m writing the afterword for the third 
volume. But I’m already dreading the pressure I'll feel after this afterword is written and before 
the release date. | wonder when I'll be able to confidently say, “I’m a novelist,” about my 
profession. It seems that there’s no easy job in this world that pays well... 


Oh, | should have mentioned this earlier, but I’m happy to announce that Tactical Judgment 
Volume 2 has gone into reprints. This is all thanks to you, the readers, and | extend my heartfelt 
gratitude. | will continue to work hard to meet your expectations, so | hope you'll continue to 
support me. 


Now, just a little bit of news at the end. I’m pleased to say that I’ve been given the opportunity to 
write the fourth volume of Tactical, but it looks like it'll be released at the end of the year. 


Actually, in addition to Tactical, my editor has given me the chance to write another story. As a 
newbie writer whose motto is, “Take the work while you can,” | had no reason to refuse, so that 
new project will likely be released before the next Tactical volume. 


The new work doesn’t even have a title yet, but if you happen to see a book in the store with the 
strange pen name “Toru Shiwasu” on it, I’d be grateful if you could at least pick it up. 


| hope to see you all again soon. 

Toru Shiwasu (who has finally quit his day job) 

PS. 1: 

The line in the beginning of this book about 'a thousand lawyers' is only funny because it's in 
America, a litigious society where lawsuits demanding billions of dollars are filed all the time. If 
this were to happen in Japan, where the legal profession is relatively small, would be a huge 
mistake. 

So, if any readers are looking for a 'good start,’ please don't try this in Japan. 

... Fhough, who knows what might happen in fifty years? 

PS. 2: 

Lastly, a spoiler alert. 

This isn't particularly interesting, so please skip this if you haven't read the main text yet. 

In the book, Attorney Yamashika and Prosecutor Horinouchi have a lengthy discussion about 
something called the "exclusionary rule," regarding illegally obtained evidence. This rule is a 
highly debated topic, and there are many different theories about it. As mentioned in the book, 
even if evidence was collected illegally, it doesn't necessarily mean it's inadmissible. For 
instance, if there was an emergency or if the defendant clearly consented, evidence collected 


without a warrant may still be admissible. There are many other nuances to this rule. 


| could write ten pages explaining why illegally obtained evidence should be excluded, but that 
would make the book tedious to read. So, I've simplified it quite a bit. 


If you ever find yourself being illegally searched, please ignore this book and consult a lawyer 
immediately... 


ANN 


BOUKs: WALKER 


